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We call this digital transformation: 
using the culture, processes, 
business models & technologies 
to respond to people’s raised 
expectations.

Public Digital advises leaders in governments and large institutions 
around the world on serving the public better through use of the 
internet. 
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Open source - Strive to create future Government 
systems, tradecraft, manuals and standards as 
open source and shareable between Participants

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/be-open-and-use-open-source
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We recently conducted a short study on 
creating the conditions for success for 
open source software.  

Our study

– https://github.com/publicdigital/open-source-in-government 

https://github.com/publicdigital/open-source-in-government
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❏ Context for our study 
❏ Our recommendations for governments 
❏ Public Digital Open Source Capability 

Model
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“Open source software solutions that 
support mission-critical public services, 
and platforms that form part of a 
government’s digital infrastructure”

– https://github.com/publicdigital/open-source-in-government 

Our study

https://github.com/publicdigital/open-source-in-government
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Adoption of open 
source is a 
powerful way to 
accelerate digital 
transformation.

Governments can...

- share and reuse solutions 
internally and across borders

- quickly experiment and pilot 
services without complex and 
expensive procurement

- connect into a global community 
through an open source project, 
and share ideas, best practices, 
and build on each other's 
expertise.

Our study
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It is a powerful 
lever for system 
level change.

It helps governments

- move away from being locked-in 
to single vendors, giving greater 
flexibility and control over how 
services are delivered

- create competition (bringing 
quality up and prices down)

- support local or regional digital 
economies

Our study
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But… it’s complicated
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Take action in these four areas to build 
the conditions for success. 
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Policy environment
In-house skills and capabilities
Open source vendor ecosystem
Sustainability
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“Political stability is essential. Where there is 
instability the process halts”

- interviewee

Policy environment
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Build political 
consensus and 
support for open 
source software 
adoption, to strengthen 
long-term sustainability.

Policy environment: Political leadership and legislation
- Are there ministers and/or senior 

officials willing to be champions 
for open source software both 
inside and outside the 
government? 

- Can consensus be found in the 
strategic objectives for adopting 
open source?

- Would developing – or amending – 
a decree, policy or law encourage 
use of open source software in 
government? 
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Publish a government 
technology strategy 

which includes clear 
objectives for open 
source software.

Policy environment: Government standards and policy
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Make a central official 
or team responsible for 
setting open source 
standards and policy, 

to support and guide its 
use in government.

In-house skills and capabilities: Open source leadership

https://github.com/18F/open-source-policy/blob/master/policy.md 

https://github.com/18F/open-source-policy/blob/master/policy.md
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Find champions and 
develop an internal 
community around 
open source.

In-house skills and capabilities: Open source leadership

- What is best practice across 
government? Is it possible to 
openly share the experience using 
open source, for example through 
blogs, news articles and events? 

- What technical skills do teams 
have in-house? Which are 
missing? 

- Who is already using open source 
in government? What best 
practices can be used and 
developed further for wider good? 
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Encourage reuse within 
government to develop 
the right technical skills 
and experience. 

Find opportunities to release 
publicly-funded code in the 
open.

In-house skills and capabilities: Technical skills

https://docs.italia.it/italia/developers-italia/gl-acquisition-and-reuse-
software-for-pa-docs/en/ 

https://docs.italia.it/italia/developers-italia/gl-acquisition-and-reuse-software-for-pa-docs/en/
https://docs.italia.it/italia/developers-italia/gl-acquisition-and-reuse-software-for-pa-docs/en/
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Review procurement 
policies and practices 

to ensure they aren’t 
inadvertently blocking 
open source software. 

Vendor ecosystem: procurement policy

- Are policies around using only 
enterprise-approved tools 
blocking teams from 
experimentation with open source 
software? 

- Can policies be changed, or is 
there an opportunity to develop 
new policies that remove these 
blockers?
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In the longer term, 
develop a range of 
procurement options 
for buying software and 
related services.

Vendor ecosystem: procurement policy

- Are procurement processes 
outcome driven?

- Can procurement processes 
manage the ambiguity of evolving 
requirements?
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"Open source can require a higher level of 
tech expertise. You have to deeply 
understand the codebase of the software 
you’re adopting in order to customise it, and 
accept the decisions developers have made"

- Interviewee, on vendors supporting open source. 

Vendor ecosystem: Ecosystem of vendors 
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Grow and support the 
local ecosystem of 
vendors. 

Promote new business 
and delivery models built 
around open source 
software.

Vendor ecosystem: Ecosystem of vendors 

- How strong is the local community 
of developers or vendors? 

- How close is the government’s 
relationship with this community?

 

- How can it help grow and support 
the community, and promote new 
business and delivery models?
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Approach funding in a 
sustainable way. 

Understand the short and 
long term costs of open 
source software projects, 
using early experiments 
and pilots.

Sustainability: Funding

- How are the costs of long term 
maintenance and implementation 
factored into funding bids and 
government budgets?

- How are you balancing the 
trade-off between what might be a 
higher upfront cost, with greater 
control and flexibility over the 
long-term? 
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"If we were to use a community version of 
open source software, we would need to 
ensure that we have a competent internal 
team that can maintain it."

- Government interviewee

Sustainability: support
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Free support through a mature community
For a very simple implementation or small pilot. Often 
through chat forums or online communities. 1

Software-as-a-service
For a simple implementation without many custom 
elements, this could be a support and maintenance 
service provided by the developer of the open source 
software, or through a separate vendor.

2
Full commercial support
For a complex or heavily custom 
implementation, commercial support 
could include day-to-day first line support 
for users, disaster recovery and fixes, as 
well as senior level points of contact

3
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Engage and contribute 
with the global open 
source software 
community. 

Share experiences in the 
open, and contribute 
practically by encouraging 
contributions to open source 
projects. 

Sustainability: community
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Start small, 
share in the open, 
and find your peers.



Public Digital - Open Source

Public Digital 
Open Source 
Capability Model
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We developed an Open Source 
Capability Model to help governments 
understand their open source capabilities 
and strengths. 

1. Policy environment

2. In-house skills and capabilities

3. Open source vendor ecosystem

4. Sustainability

This model is based on – and designed to 

complement – the Harvard Maturity Model 

for Digital Services, which Public Digital 

contributed to. The development of the 

open source model was supported by the 

Omidyar Network.

Open Source Capability Model

https://medium.com/digitalhks/part-2-proposing-a-maturity-model-for-digital-services-9b1d429699e7
https://medium.com/digitalhks/part-2-proposing-a-maturity-model-for-digital-services-9b1d429699e7
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Public Digital Open Source Capability Model

For governments to self-assess 
needs and prioritise investment in 
building open source software 
skills and experience.

It is open source and free to use.

https://github.com/publicdigital/open-source-in-government 

https://github.com/publicdigital/open-source-in-government
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Open source in government: creating the conditions for success

https://public.digital/research 

https://public.digital/research
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Digital. Teams. Work.

Get in touch if you have questions or feedback about our 
study. 

How to contact us
Website https://public.digital/research 
Email emma@public.digital
Twitter @publicdigitalHQ 

https://public.digital/research

