
https://chaoss.community/
https://github.com/chaoss
@chaoss@fosstodon.org

https://fastwonderblog.com/
https://github.com/geekygirldawn
@geekygirldawn@hachyderm.io

Presentation license: Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International

The New Dynamics of Open Source: 
Relicensing, Forks, & Community Impact

OpenForum Academy Symposium 2024 
Dr. Dawn M. Foster 
Director of Data Science for CHAOSS 
Paper and replication data: https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/tree/main/publications 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/tree/main/publications


@geekygirldawn

Thank You!
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• Geek, traveler, reader 

• 20+ yr tech career focused on open 
source (VMware, Intel, Puppet, …) 

• CHAOSS Board and Data Science 

• OpenUK Board 

• CNCF TAG Contrib Strategy co-chair 

• PhD on Linux kernel collaboration

http://www.flickr.com/photos/joshb/964399970
http://www.flickr.com/photos/donpdonp/2990442266
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• Overview and Research Question 

• Methods 

• Case Study Results 

• Implications and Future Research 

• Conclusion 
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A single company in control  

has a higher risk of  

relicensing, forks,  

and other disruptions.

Overview: Company  
Controlled OSS
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How do the organizational dynamics  

of an open source project evolve  

following a relicensing event, both  

within the original project and  

its resulting fork?

Research Question
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Profitability concerns -> 

re-licensing -> 

forking 

Case Studies: 
• Scenario 1: Elasticsearch / OpenSearch 
• Scenario 2: Terraform / OpenTofu 
• Scenario 3: Redis / Valkey

Research Overview
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Case study approach 

Commits and lines of code 
added / deleted 

Organizational affiliation 
focus

Methods

https://chaoss.community/practitioner-guide-organizational-participation/ 
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Case Study Results
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Contributions from vendor employees.  

Fork created by new contributors and  

owned by a company. 

Key Dates: 

• 2021-02-03: Elastic relicenses to SSPL & Elastic 

• 2021-04-12: OpenSearch fork owned by AWS 

• 2024-08-29: Elastic adds AGPL 

• 2024-09-16: OpenSearch moves under LF

Scenario 1
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Elasticsearch repo (https://github.com/elastic/elasticsearch)

https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/blob/main/dataset/license-changes/fork-case-study/notebooks/elasticsearch.ipynb 

https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/blob/main/dataset/license-changes/fork-case-study/notebooks/elasticsearch.ipynb
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OpenSearch Repo (https://github.com/opensearch-project/OpenSearch)

https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/blob/main/dataset/license-changes/fork-case-study/notebooks/OpenSearch.ipynb 

https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/blob/main/dataset/license-changes/fork-case-study/notebooks/OpenSearch.ipynb
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Contributions from vendor  

employees. Fork created by new  

contributors in a foundation. 

Key Dates: 

• 2023-08-10: Terraform relicenses to BSL 

• 2023-09-05: OpenTofu launched as fork under the LF

Scenario 2
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Terraform Repo (https://github.com/hashicorp/terraform)

https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/blob/main/dataset/license-changes/fork-case-study/notebooks/terraform.ipynb 
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OpenTofu Repo (https://github.com/opentofu/opentofu)

After 2023-09-05 fork  
until 2024-09-05: 
• 31 people at 11 companies 

with >= 5 commits 

• None of these people 
previously contributed to 
Terraform

https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/blob/main/dataset/license-changes/fork-case-study/notebooks/opentofu.ipynb 

https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/blob/main/dataset/license-changes/fork-case-study/notebooks/opentofu.ipynb
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Significant contributors not  

employed by the vendor.  

Fork created by existing  

contributors in a foundation. 

Key Dates: 

• 2024-03-20: Redis relicenses to SSPL & RSAL 

• 2024-03-28: Valkey fork launched as an LF project

Scenario 3
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Redis Repo (https://github.com/redis/redis)

https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/blob/main/dataset/license-changes/fork-case-study/notebooks/redis.ipynb 

https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/blob/main/dataset/license-changes/fork-case-study/notebooks/redis.ipynb
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Valkey Repo (https://github.com/valkey-io/valkey )

After 2024-03-28 Fork  
(until 2024-08-20): 
• 29 people at 10 companies 

with >= 5 commits 

• 18 of these people 
previously contributed to 
Redis 

https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/blob/main/dataset/license-changes/fork-case-study/notebooks/valkey.ipynb 

https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/blob/main/dataset/license-changes/fork-case-study/notebooks/valkey.ipynb
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Summary of Results
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Implications, Future Research,  

and Conclusion
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Practice.  
Vendors should carefully consider the decision to relicense. For adoption, projects 
that are dominated by a single vendor are at risk of relicensing / forking. 

Research.  
There is more to study beyond organizational affiliation. Highlights importance of 
considering organizational dynamics when performing OSS research. 

Policy.  
Consider organizational dynamics when making policy decisions related to adoption 
of OSS. Need to consider that projects may not be OSS forever. Funding programs 
should consider the risk of funding projects that are controlled by a single vendor.

Implications
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• Go beyond organizational 
affiliation with additional 
metrics and data about these 
projects. 

• Understand impact of recent 
changes (e.g., Elasticsearch 
adding AGPL & OpenSearch 
moving to LF). 

• Expand to additional cases.

Future Research

https://github.com/chaoss/wg-data-science/tree/main/dataset/license-changes/fork-case-study 
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The forks coming from  

relicensed projects have more  

organizational diversity  

than the original projects.

Conclusion
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THANK YOU! 
Any Questions  
or Feedback?
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