


How to pay your contributors, 
and get away with it



What we’ll be talking about today
● Briefly about me and Discourse as an open source company
● The process of the “Encouragement Fund”
● What works and what doesn’t



About me and Discourse

● Erlend Sogge Heggen

● 3 years at Discourse

● Co-lead of the Community Team

● 100% remote, 30+ people

● Hosting business







Why is Discourse open source?
Pragmatically speaking…

● Great for recruiting
● Polished product
● Keeps us honest



Why does anyone contribute to Discourse?

Intrinsic motivation:

● Working with high profile OSS
● Scratch an itch
● Interact with Jeff!

Extrinsic motivation:

● Feature necessary for own community
● Sponsored work
● Accommodate custom plugin



The inconvenient ones



An Encouragement Fund formed
● Discourse got a MOSS grant by Mozilla

● Email is hard so we ended up paying ourselves to do the work

● We paid it forward by paying contributors
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The process
1. Define a rough spec
2. Make it bite-sized
3. No hourly rate
4. We choose who, what and when
5. Tasks are mostly strategic
6. Tasks are mostly time-insensitive and free of dependencies
7. Spread it out!



So why do this?
● Builds early relationship for hiring pipeline.
● Improves the niche features of your product.
● Strengthens the ecosystem





Reduce friction



Let the robot help you!



Delegate



Better with a marketplace



Increasing open source output
1. Figure out how to pay contributors
2. Ask for time to work on general open source
3. Don’t be shy about asking for money!



Thanks for your time!
Some further reading:

● Fly and contributor equity
https://changelog.com/podcast/303 

● Blockstack’s funding programs
https://blockstack.org/blog/blockstack-community-rewards-program/ 
https://blockstack.org/funding/ 

● Nadia Eghbal analysis of funding programs by crypto projects
https://nadiaeghbal.com/grant-programs 
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