Who We All Are

hen I was first offered the op-
portunity to write a column, I
scratched my head and won-

dered what on earth I should cover. The
problem was certainly not a lack of
ideas, but quite the opposite: There is so
much going on in the Ubuntu commu-
nity that I wanted to use my column as
a means to showcase many of the great
stories that happen each and every day.
I have the pleasure of being exposed to
oodles of these stories, and I can guar-
antee you that this is no help when nar-
rowing something down for my column.
Fortunately, it seems the topic was star-
ing me in the face all the time, and
deeply connected to all these stories:
Diversity.

The Future of Participation

I first got involved in Open Source 11
years ago, and back then it was a very
different place. If you wanted to contrib-
ute to the community, you were predom-
inantly welcomed if you were a program-
mer. Filling these shoes had high expec-
tations: the typically bearded individual
was assumed to know how to program
in C and have a strong familiarity with a
range of obtuse technical tools.

While these heady days produced
some incredible code and laid down the
foundations of the Ubuntu we know
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today, it limited the scope of who could
get involved.

Today the story is far different. Every
day we hear wonderful tales and experi-
ences across the free software world
about the diverse range of people joining
us. We hear of people exercising their
passions, whether it be in documenta-
tion, translations, advocacy, design, test-
ing and other areas we have not thought
about. As we have become more accept-
ing of this diverse range of contributions
(and some beards), it has been fascinat-
ing learning how people work together
to make different contributions wel-
come. This has become a really interest-
ing focus of my work: understanding
how people collaborate and optimize for
the nuances in that collaboration.

I have always been a firm believer
that different brains naturally gravitate
toward different things. As an example,
in the programming sense, I naturally
gravitate (my quite awful programming
abilities) toward Python. My friend Dan
naturally gravitates towards Perl. While
our abilities are similar, my brain simply
doesn’t work with Perl, and his won’t
work with Python for a variety of rea-
sons, including expectations, experi-
ence, technical cultural differences, and
workflow. These considerations are im-
portant when assessing how communi-
ties are formed.

Part of my work has been in under-
standing the subtle differences and con-
nections between different groups of
people and figuring out ways to develop
the potential around our findings. When
we identify these similarities and pat-
terns between different disciplines, it
often leads to interesting results. A good
example of this is communication: Soft-
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ware developers love mailing lists, but
generally don’t get on very well with fo-
rums. Although there is nothing specific
that excludes developers from forums,
many tend to prefer mailing lists because
the content is delivered directly to them.
Forums are the antithesis of this ethos
and instead require you to hammer that
refresh button until you see new con-
tent. Knowing these nuances helps us to
build better communities because we
don’t force contributors into boxes that
they don’t naturally belong in.

So far, in the Ubuntu community we
have tended to some of these roles pretty
well. We have a thriving community en-
gaged in packaging, testing, documenta-
tion, translations, and advocacy, but I
am particularly interested to inspire new
avenues of participation. In my most im-
mediate radar I see design and user in-
terface testing as particularly interesting
targets. Design is a very visual art-form,
and designers collaborate using visual
gestures and imagery.

This is just one such example of the
challenges that face us, and through the
following series of columns I am looking
forward to sharing my experiences and
thoughts on how to inspire and enthuse
this new generation of free software con-
tributors.

Before I run, I just wanted to let you
know that I am really keen to hear your
feedback, so feel free to get in touch
with me at jono@ubuntu.com. H
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