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Topics covered 
in open-source 
development 

guides →

Choosing a license
Coding
Testing
Debugging
Code review
Version control
Packaging
Supporting users
Triaging issues
Documentation
Onboarding newcomers
Marketing your project
Governance
Codes of conduct



What 
open-source 
developers 
mostly do →

Argue on 
mailing lists



https://github.com/numpy/numpy/issues/5844



Notice
scrollbar



https://twitter.com/vorpalsmith/status/989681310418460672

Should Python support := as an 
inline assignment operator?



https://mail.python.org/pipermail/python-committers/2018-July/005664.html



Discussions are crucial
Technical side

They’re how we make 
decisions.

Human side

They’re a huge source of 
burnout.

Why are there 100x more resources on 
choosing a license,
when we spend 100x as much energy on 
discussions?



Okay but how?



What makes a good discussion?
Technical side

Choose the best 
solution.

Human side

Don’t make people 
miserable.

Pick one?



The marketplace colosseum of ideas

Two+ proposals enter, one proposal leaves!



For most software problems:
- There are thousands of potential solutions,
- that interact with thousands of other components,
- in thousands of different ways.

Consequences:

Technical side

No matter how smart 
you are, you probably 
can’t find or recognize 
the best solution.

Human side

Our careers and 
self-worth are based on 

lies.



What makes a good discussion?
Technical side

Choose the best 
solution.

Human side

Don’t make people 
miserable.

Integrate input 
from as many 

perspectives as 
possible.



https://thewholestory.solutionsjournalism.org/complicating-the-narratives-b91ea06ddf63



https://thewholestory.solutionsjournalism.org/complicating-the-narratives-b91ea06ddf6
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When my son rages that he has to go to bed, I 
now say something extremely unremarkable 
like, “You’re really frustrated that you can’t stay 
up.” Before, I would have ignored him or 
argued with him, explaining how reasonable his 
bedtime is and how lucky he is to have a bed, 
etc. Now, after I show him that I’ve heard him, 
he just…goes to bed.



What makes a good discussion?
Technical side

Choose the best 
solution.

Human side

Don’t make people 
miserable.

Integrate input 
from as many 

perspectives as 
possible.

Make sure 
everyone feels 

heard.



What makes a good discussion?
Technical side

Choose the best 
solution.

Human side

Don’t make people 
miserable.

Key metric for good discussions: 
how many people feel heard?



Why aren’t people heard?

- They don't know the discussion is happening
- They know, but feel unwelcome in the room
- They feel welcome, but don't speak up because they worry they 

don't have anything to contribute
- They speak up, but get brushed off
- They speak up, and someone listens, but only to dismiss them
- They speak up and are heard, but they can't tell they're being heard, 

so they stop talking
- So many people speak up at once that none of them can be heard



Who else knows about this?
- Mediators
- Negotiation theory
- The Quakers

- See also: Sue Gardner’s articles on “What Wikimedia Can Learn From the Quakers” 
(part1, part2)

- … probably a bunch more I’ve never heard of?

https://suegardner.org/2010/08/08/what-wikimedia-can-learn-from-the-quakers/
https://suegardner.org/2010/09/20/what-wikimedia-can-learn-from-the-quakers-part-2/


Technical 
discussions are a 
foundational 
programming skill, 
like testing or 
version control.


