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I’ve spent 20 years working 
on projects that rely on open
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Open == fun! #UKSnow EH8 0/10

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25704679 Photo: NASA/GSFC
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2009: Norwich

Warren, Price, Goswami (2010). http://adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2010AGUFMPA33A1603W

http://adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2010AGUFMPA33A1603W
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Why is open good?

Why is open difficult?

“Easily-identified bugs, no visible test 
mechanism, [code that] was not 
apparently under version control and 
was poorly documented”. 
- John Graham-Cumming

“Scientists need to take steps to make 
available all the data that support their 
work and full methodological workings, 
including their computer codes.” 
- Phil Willis MP, Inquiry Chairman

“ClimateGate”
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By not making code and data 
open, it couldn’t be 

scrutinised and improved.

So why is open not the norm?
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Barriers to sharing

Victoria Stodden, http://www.stodden.net/AMP2011/
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Stodden, Seiler, Ma (2018). https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1708290115

“I’m sorry, but our computer code was not written with an eye 
toward distributing for other people to use. The codes are not 
documented and we don’t have the time or resources to 
document them.” 

“When you approach a PI for the source codes and raw data, you 
better explain who you are, whom you work for, why you need 
the data and what you are going to do with it.”

“I have to say that this is a very unusual request without any 
explanation! Please ask your supervisor to send me an email 
with a detailed, and I mean detailed, explanation.”

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1708290115
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Why is open difficult?

“This particular project was something I wrote a couple 
years ago to help me out with a workflow… I’d put it up on 
Github, so that others could potentially use it or use the 
code. 
So I went to see what people were saying about this 
project. It seemed liked I’d done something fundamentally 
wrong, so stupid that it flabbergasts someone... 
So of course I start sobbing. 
Then I see these people’s follower count, and I sob harder. I 
can’t help but think of potential future employers that are 
no longer potential.”

http://www.software.ac.uk/blog/2013-01-25-haters-gonna-
hate-why-you-shouldnt-be-ashamed-releasing-your-code

http://www.software.ac.uk/blog/2013-01-25-haters-gonna-hate-why-you-shouldnt-be-ashamed-releasing-your-code
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Software Sustainability Institute (est 2010)
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Why is open difficult?

Why is some software 
successful, and some isn‘t?

https://www.software.ac.uk/blog/2019-09-12-making-open-source-research-software-visible-path-better-sustainability

https://www.software.ac.uk/blog/2019-09-12-making-open-source-research-software-visible-path-better-sustainability


Software Sustainability Institute

www.software.ac.uk

Why is open good?

Why is open difficult?

Arguing for sustainability

Photo by Ales Krivec on Unsplash

Allison Randal
Ex-President, OSI
allisonrandal.com

https://www.rhyslindmark.com/club-goods-digital-infrastructure-and-blockchains

The argument for contributing to open 
source is that it’s not a public good but a 
common-pool resource because it takes 
some effort to maintain the resource so 
everyone can benefit

Elinor Ostrom
Donella Meadows
Nadia Eghbal

https://unsplash.com/@aleskrivec?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/search/photos/logging?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://www.rhyslindmark.com/club-goods-digital-infrastructure-and-blockchains
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Software is a secret garden

Photo by Paul Hanaoka on Unsplash Photo by Denny Müller on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@paul_?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/secret-garden?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@redaquamedia?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/overgrown?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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SSI Fellowship Programme 2020

Become an ambassador of
good software practice

https://www.software.ac.uk/programmes-and-events/fellowship-programme
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https://datacarpentry.org/lessons/#geospatial-curriculum

https://github.com/carpentries-incubator/geospatial-python

https://datacarpentry.org/lessons/
https://github.com/carpentries-incubator/geospatial-python
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Open is good
Open is difficult

We have to talk about it more
(and not just with each other)
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To keep an open mind:

1. Acknowledge your biases
2. Be kind to others 

and to yourself
3. Celebrate openness!

Slides: https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.9885398
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Software Sustainability Institute

A national facility for cultivating better, more 
sustainable, research software to enable 
world-class research
• Software reaches boundaries in its 

development cycle that prevent 
improvement, growth and adoption 

• Providing the expertise and services 
needed to negotiate to the next stage

• Developing the policy and tools to
support the community developing and
using research software Supported by the UK Research Councils

through grants EP/H043160/1, EP/N006410/1
and EP/S021779/1 



Software Sustainability Institute

www.software.ac.uk

Software

Policy

Training

Community

Outreach

Delivering essential software 
skills to researchers via CDTs, 
institutions & doctoral schools

Helping the community to 
develop software that meets the 
needs of reliable, reproducible, 

and reusable research

Collecting evidence 
on the community’s 

software use & sharing 
with stakeholders

Bringing together 
the right people to 
understand and 

address topical issues 

Exploiting our platform 
to enable engagement, 

delivery & uptake
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Website & blog

Campaigns

Advice

Guides

Courses

Workshops

Fellowship

Research

Software

Policy

Training

Community

Consultancy
50+ projects 130+ evaluations

4 surgeries

35+ UK SWC 
workshops

1000+ learners

80+ guides
50,000 readers

61 domain
ambassadors

20+ workshops organised

740 researchers
50,000 grants

analysed

150+ contributed articles
20,000 unique visitors per month

3,000 Twitter followers

300+ RSEs engaged 2100 signatures 13 issues highlighted

Outreach
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Ideas to change the culture

1. Persuade your organisation to associate its 
brand with open source software (inc
scientific software)

2. Promote working on existing OSS projects as 
part of UG and Masters programs, so it’s seen 
as valuable career development for students 
and staff
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Ideas to change the culture

3. Agree a set %age of Research Software 
Engineering group time to contribute to OSS 
important to your organisation

4. Ask your information services (IT services, 
library) department to implement 
subscriptions to the most significant research 
software your organisation relies on
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Take home messages
• Sustainability of research software should focus on 

research as the primary stakeholder, but…
• Many decision-makers for research software so…
• We need to shift the way that open source research 

software development is perceived
§ Celebrate OSS contributions
§ Recognise contributing to OSS as career development
§ Acceptance of new models to contribute to maintenance 

and support of software
Slides: https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.8986499
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http://r4stats.com/articles/popularity/

