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Abstract: The aim of the DLR Inner Source Policy is to encourage institutes to
share their software within the DLR. This helps avoid duplication of development
work, supports knowledge transfer, and improves exchange between institutes. By
publishing this policy, we want to encourage others to adapt an Inner Source Pol-
icy in their organizations. Many software projects are developed at DLR institutes,
and not all of them are intended for publication—for example, some are kept in-
ternally to retain certain intellectual property (IP) within the DLR. Publication is
also not advisable for software that addresses DLLR-internal issues. Nevertheless, an
internal release requires regulations that balance the respective interests of the insti-
tutes. DLR Inner Source Policy regulates the use, collaboration, and distribution of
software within the DLR. It consists of three parts: the Inner Source Basic Guide-
line regulates the DLR-wide handling of Inner Source, the User Agreement sets out
rules for each software project according to which it may be used at DLR, and the
Contribution Guide specifies the conditions under which contributions can be made
to the software on a project-specific basis. In this paper we present the obstacles
researchers face regarding sharing their software, introduce the DLR Inner Source
Policy, and explain how it addresses these obstacles.

Keywords: Inner Source, Policy, Research Software

1 Introduction

Software has become a major factor in enabling researchers to answer increasingly complex
research questions by allowing them to perform analyses or simulations or use specialized hard-
ware and infrastructure [HDB™25]. In the spirit of advancing research as fast as possible, such
software should be shared as widely as possible, ideally as Open Source; alternatively, as propri-
etary or even commercial software. However, in practice there are reasons not to share software
broadly. In the following, we list three typical types of software that may not be shared:

Software containing protection-worthy intellectual property (IP) Research organizations are
in competition for funding and therefore reluctant to share all of their IP as Open Source
in the form of software. This competition can even carry forward inside the organization
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where different institutes apply for the same funds. Sharing software on a proprietary basis
or even commercially might be possible without sharing the respective IP. But even this
can be prohibited due to export control restrictions, funding requirements, or due to license
restrictions of third-party code.

Software managing internal systems Software that uses, controls, or configures hardware or
infrastructure unavailable outside the organization offers little value for outside parties.
Examples are software to control self-built hardware or to interact with a self-implemented
infrastructure, such as clusters or data storage solutions.

Software implementing administrative processes Software implementing organization-specific
administrative processes is also not valuable for those outside the organization. Examples
are tools for time recording or for implementing approval processes.

The result is that not all software developed in the research context is published (proprietary
or as Open Source), At DLR around 90% of unpublished software even stays in the groups or
departments where it was created (see 2), despite its potential of being reused or built upon
by others within the research organization. Inner Source (IS) is an approach to address the
issue of sharing software inside an organization. The idea behind IS is the use of open source
software development best practices and the establishment of an open-source-like culture within
organizations [CR16]. The goal is to enable the joint use and development of (research) software
beneficial to everyone. To implement this approach within an organization, regulations need to
be defined to address, among other things, who is the software owner within the organization,
how the software may be used within the organization, and how contributions can be made.
Therefore, we implemented DLR’s Inner Source Policy. Currently, the policy is in the adoption
phase; therefore, we will only present the policy itself as well as the obstacles it shall mitigate or
even overcome. While the policy was developed for the DLR, we encourage others to adapt this
policy for their own organizations.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows:

* We characterize software development at DLR to illustrate the context (Section 2).

* We describe obstacles faced by researchers regarding sharing their software within their
organization (Section 3).

* We present the DLR’s Inner Source Policy (Section 4).

* We explain how the DLR’s Inner Source Policy addresses the mentioned obstacles (Sec-
tion 5).

* Finally, we present a conclusion (Section 6).

2 Software development at DLR

The German Aerospace Center (DLR) is a large German research organization and conducts
research in the domains of aeronautics, space, energy, and transportation, as well as security as
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a cross-cutting topic. Nearly 12.000 employees work in 54 different institutes and facilities at
30 different locations. Each institute and facility is assigned to one of the main four domains
and addresses one topic of this domain. Their research topics are interconnected and sometimes
even overlap. At the same time, each institute is independent and has an individual structure and
goals.

Software development plays a continuously increasing role in DLR’s research activities. More
than 25% of DLR’s personnel costs are spent on software development. Reflecting the various
research domains, there is also a wide range of developed software. Typically, it includes areas
such as simulation and modelling, flight control, signal and data processing, knowledge and data
management, visualization, communication, and administration. Most software developed at
DLR can be categorized as research software, software managing internal systems, and software
managing administrative processes. Most projects at DLR belong to the category of research
software, whereby most software is neither published nor shared openly within DLR.

DLR published a brochure offering guidance for using open source software as well as pub-
lishing software as Open Source [BHJ " 22] and offers further support on this topic [SH18]. While
DLR encourages the publishing of software as Open Source, it restricts this to software which
does not offer any commercial gain. Therewith, and due to the effort to publish software (see 3),
most projects are kept internal. Unfortunately, DLR wide numbers do not exist, but for one of
the authors institute only 127 of about 500 projects are published as Open Source. !

The internal DLR GitLab instance currently holds over 50.935 projects of which only 5.003
are set to internal thus making them available to everybody within the DLR.? The visibility level
public is disabled within DLR’s GitLab instance, meaning that 90% of projects have restricted
access and only 10% are shared within the DLR. While DLR’s GitLab instance also contains
non-software projects, these numbers show that publishing projects internally is currently not a
common practice, although it already takes place.

3 Obstacles to sharing software (within organizations)

In the spirit of advancing research, all software should be shared as widely as possible. This
mindset conflicts with reality.

There are different types of reasons why software is not shared widely: from reasons of human
psychology like personal emotional barriers, through practical operational burdens, to strategic
business risks resulting in organizational concern.

The following obstacles have been identified during our work in DLR (see 4) and most of
them have already been investigated by other researchers. While the referenced literature mainly
addresses the industry world and we write of developers, the obstacles are also valid in the
research context.

1. Developers think that others won’t use their software anyway.
A cultural barrier is the so-called “Not Invented Here” (NIH) syndrome, which states that
developers prefer their own solutions. They may hesitate to accept code from outside their

! Statistics from 07/05/2026
2 Statistics from 07/05/2026
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departments or teams, for example if it does not follow their standards or is not “generic”
enough [ECCM18]. Furthermore, understanding foreign code can be a significant chal-
lenge, which limits the usability [SBAF11].

In addition to developers’ tendency to prefer using their own code, they often struggle
with the poor discoverability of existing components [CUB23]. Because developers often
spend a considerable amount of time searching for the needed artifacts, it can be easier to
simply write new code from scratch.

In research this obstacle is reinforced by the lack of experience in searching for and evalu-
ating others’ code, based on the fact that most researchers develop software for the express
purpose of conducting research lack proper training to do so [CWR22].

2. Sharing code makes developers anxious regarding the quality of their code.

Inner source encourages developers to share their work and code early and often, which
can make developers uncomfortable. They fear potential criticism regarding code quality,
because others may see the internal product before it is finished or polished [ECCM18].
Furthermore, hierarchical corporate and research structures create pressure to meet deliv-
ery deadlines over quality [DGMNO2]. Also, developers cannot stay anonymous behind
nick names as in open source projects; the code can be linked directly to them as em-
ployees [CR16, MMOS8]. Furthermore, conflicts might arise between producing results for
project deadlines and the development of fully general functionality, which is essential for
software that shall be shared [GGHO6]. Therefore, Inner Source can be resource-intensive,
especially when it’s added to other priorities. This includes, among other things, ensuring
a sufficient level of quality, addressing security and maintenance concerns, and providing
comprehensive documentation.

In research resources are always scarce and additionally reputation is an important factor
for the success of researchers. Based on our experience, researchers tend to be especially
afraid to share non-ideal work.

3. Supporting users, implementing feature requests, and integrating contributions means
additional work.
Developers often struggle to balance long-term refactoring efforts with building new fea-
tures for internal stakeholders [SBAF11]. Also, evaluating and accepting contributions
from interested developers along with keeping up with continuous code updates repre-
sents a time-consuming burden [GGHO6]. The personal accountability mentioned in the
previous section, combined with limited time, creates tension, because the extra effort to
review and maintain their work is seen as a challenge. Finally, developers might dread hav-
ing to deal with support requests from others who use their software due to the additional
work combined with a lack of funding and time. Especially in research, were funding for
this kind of activities is non-existent in most cases.

4. Sharing code could lead to strategic disadvantages.
Organizations may also fear strategic consequences, especially for software containing
protection-worthy IP. Institutes could be concerned about the unauthorized adoption or
use of software by other institutes. There is a particular fear that the software could be
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used without the developers’ or the home institutes’ knowledge during the acquisition of
new projects or even to produce results within existing projects. Another concern can be
the unauthorized download and subsequent resale of the software.

Since the DLR owns the rights on all software created within the DLR, the decision if a
software is shared, proprietarily, as Open Source, internally, or not at all, has to be made by the
head of the institute, but might be delegated to the head of the department or even to the head of
the research group. Therewith, researchers experiencing these obstacles not only have to tackle
them, they also have to convince their superiors to allow them to do so. In contrast, at university,
the rights for the software are often with the researchers themselves.

These obstacles all seem valid reasons not to share software broadly, even within a large
research organization. This is why software often stays in the group where it was created. Nev-
ertheless, it is possible to mitigate or overcome these obstacles and benefit from sharing code (at
least) within the research organization.

4 DLR’s Inner Source Policy

The Inner Source Policy provides a framework for internal sharing and consists of three parts:
Basic Guideline Sets out the DLR-wide guidelines for the use of Inner Source.
User Agreement Project-specific conditions under which the software may be used within DLR.

Contribution Guide Project-specific conditions under which contributions may be made to the
software.

Additionally, an extension to the projects’ README is provided to make the inner source status
visible to users and to provide links to the documents as well as further helpful information.

For each of these project specific parts (User Agreement, Contribution Guide, README), at
least one customizable template and a README describing its usefulness and usage are pro-
vided. Additional READMESs describe the role of the respective part as well as the usage of the
templates. Technical terms used in the templates are explained in a glossary.

The minimal requirement to make a project Inner Source within DLR is that it is labelled as
‘inner-source’ software and made available there. For these projects, the Basic Guideline applies
automatically. Adding a User Agreement, a Contribution Guide and extending the README
(see figure 1) is strongly encouraged, but not mandatory. The provided templates for these docu-
ments are options provided by the authors of the policy and can be freely adapted or even created
from scratch.

Within DLR, the adaption of the project specific documents has to be verified by the superior
responsible for the project (see 3).

The policy itself is publicly available and published under CC-BY-4.0 [BHH26], thus en-
abling other organizations to use and adapt it to their needs.

The policy was developed by approximately ten researchers from different DLR institutes
over a period of four years, concurrently with their regular work, based on an identified need
within the DLR. The group formed at a DLR internal knowledge exchange workshop on software
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Figure 1: Recommended process for publishing software as Inner Source.

engineering [SHMS19] in 2023, after the topic already came up 2022 at the same workshop
series. While having different domain backgrounds, all authors of this policy are highly invested
in improving the quality of software engineering within the DLR and have a self-interest in the
topic of Inner Source. One researcher is also part of the DLR’s open source consulting team. On
a yearly basis, feedback and input from the DLR software engineering community were collected
via the previously mentioned workshop series. Additionally, the software engineering network,
consisting of one member of each institute and facility of DLR holding the official role of the
software engineering contact person, was consulted. In total, about 200 persons were involved in
the development of the Inner Source policy. While this represents only about 2,4% of the DLR’s
employees, these employees are among those most actively involved in software development
within the DLR [HS17].

The basis for the policy was the input collected during the 2022 and 2023 workshops of the
knowledge exchange workshop series. The input was based on experiences and current struggles
the workshop participants faced in their work. These were collected and prioritized during an
interactive session (2022) as well as a bar camp (2023). From then on, the policy was created
iteratively. Workshops participants and network members revised the documents regarding un-
derstandability, completeness and usability. In the first iteration, this was done by merely reading
and discussing them in interactive sessions during the knowledge exchange workshop as well as
an on-site network meeting in 2024. In the second and third iteration in 2025 and 2026, the
respective version of the policy was actively used by the workshop participants on their own
software projects under the guidance of the policy’s author. Discussions about the obstacles
faced in the daily work of the session participants were part of each of these iterations, since
the obstacles directly influenced the need for specific content in the documents. Finally, in 2026
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everybody interested was invited to improve and polish the final version of the policy. In each
iteration feedback was collected, discussed, and, if seemed eligible by the authors, implemented.
The discussions happened in biweekly meetings while the implementations were performed in
between these meetings. To ensure transparency and allow everybody to participate, the pol-
icy was developed in DLR’s GitLab instance using branches and forks combined with merge
requests.

4.1 Basic Guideline

The Basic Guideline implements the DLR’s inner source strategy in practice. It provides rules,
obligations, guidelines, and information for all DLR software projects regarding use, main-
tenance, and further development of the software and regulates the DLR-wide fair handling.
Therewith, it builds the basis for a trusting working relationship, whilst protecting the IP of the
original development teams. The Basic Guideline enables all institutes to make efficient use of
existing expertise and ensures the quality, traceability and long-term usability of the software.
Its structure is based on the software life cycle and is divided into the topics ownership/contacts,
deployment, usage, external distribution, and quality assurance and support. Thereby, ownership
is defined as the right to decide on topics of collaboration, use, and further development. This
does not necessarily mean that the agreement of the superiors is not needed for some topics,
i.e. external distribution (see 3). Ownership can be identical with authorship, but can also be
restricted to certain organizational units or persons. For institutions, such as universities, where
the rights to the software lie with the researchers, ownership is identical to the legal concept of
authorship. See table 1 for a short description of the topics.

Topic Description

Ownership/Contact Clearly state the owners and provide a current means of contacting
them.

Deployment Make the source code, user agreement, license information, con-

tribution guide, references, and documentation easily accessible.
Regularly review and update these materials. Provide the project
without any guarantees.

Usage Allow usage by everyone within DLR. Provide further details in the
user agreement.

External distribution External distribution requires approval from the software owners
stated under Ownership/Contact.

Quality assurance Ensure use-case-appropriate quality based on the DLR software en-

gineering guideline [SMH18, HS17]. Must be at least application
class 1 for inner source software.

Support Define the support structure in the contribution guide. Providing no
support is a valid strategy.

Table 1: Topics covered by the Basic Guideline of DLR’s Inner Source Policy.
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4.2 Contribution Guide

The contribution guide provides the conditions under which contributions (code, documentation,
etc.) can be made to the software and can be adjusted individually for each project.

The customizable template regulates all practical and legal framework conditions through a
clearly structured set of single- and multiple-choice options.

The contribution guide covers the topics contributions, technical quality requirements, change
management, review and the allocation of authorship and exploitation rights, whereby is defined
as the right to distribute, publish, and re-license software. For a description of the contents see
table 2.

Topic Description

Contribution Specify whether contributions are welcome or not yet de-
sired.

Technical quality Specify the criteria that contributions must meet, e.g.,
scope of the software, test coverage, and license compli-
ance.

Change management Define the contribution workflow, e.g., using a fork, merge
request, or issue as the starting point for a merge request.

Review Specify whether contributions are reviewed and who may
perform the review.

Authorship/Exploitation rights Specify where authorship is documented, who is docu-
mented as an author, and whether exploitation rights are
granted.

Table 2: Topics covered by the contribution guide template in DLR’s Inner Source Policy.

The contribution guide thereby corresponds to contribution guides used for open source projects.
This is by design, to allow an easy transition in case the project should be published as open
source software. But there is also a major difference to an open source contribution guide. Ex-
ploitation rights can be retained by the owner because DLR is a single legal entity; thus, this
topic of the contribution guide is governed by internal regulations rather than copyright law.

The basis for the contribution guide is a template, designed as a modular checklist, contain-
ing a clearly structured range of single- and multiple-choice options. All sections are optional
and can be extended or completely removed if desired. In addition, additional sections can be
added if needed. The template covers all relevant topics regarding contribution and offers rec-
ommended and typical options to address these topics. Thus, it enables project owners to create
a contribution guide rapidly and with minimal effort, while on the one hand ensuring not to miss
important topics and on the other hand allowing complete flexibility. By choosing appropriate
options for each topic a project-specific contribution guide is created.

4.3 User Agreement

The user agreement provides rules and conditions under which the software may be used within
DLR.
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However, the user agreement is not a legal license, because DLR, as a single legal entity,
cannot enter into a contract with itself. Instead, the user agreement is governed by DLR’s internal
regulations. Similar to the contribution guide, the user agreement can be adjusted individually
for each software project.

For the user agreement three different templates are provided, whereas two are based on the
open source license types permissive and with copyleft and one is customizable. By building
on existing open source licenses, we can build on existing understanding of these license types.
Therefore, the user agreement can be easily adapted by project owners while being easy to un-
derstand by the users of the software. By also offering a customizable template, we allow the
flexibility needed by some projects due to some of the obstacles mentioned in section 3, even if
this might reduce the understandability for users.

The copyleft template emphasizes that the inner source software, as well as any software built
upon it, must remain available within DLR; it must also be managed as inner source software.
While not directly based on it, it follows the idea of the GPL? license. The permissive template
does not contain such restrictions, but allows (re)use of the software within DLR without any
further restrictions. It is an inner source adaptation of the MIT* license. The customizable tem-
plate is designed in the same way as the contribution guide template (Section 4.2). It regulates all
practical and legal framework conditions through a clearly structured set of single- and multiple-
choice options, from contact persons, author attribution and forking rights, through the allowance
not only to use but also to reuse the project, license derivation, publicity, and restrictions in use.
See table 3 for a list and description of these topics.

All sections are optional and can be removed if desired. Sections can also be extended, or new
sections can be introduced if deemed necessary. By choosing appropriate options for each topic,
a project-specific user agreement is created. Despite not being a license, the user agreement is
stored as LICENSE.md to benefit from GitLab’s and GitHub’s license file detection features.

4.4 README template

The README is the basic documentation of the software project and contains or links to all
relevant information. For inner source projects we strongly recommend to add the following
information, if not already covered by the existing README: Contacts, scope, support, link to
contribution guide, license information, and optionally stating the contributors, see also table 4.
The contributors could also be stated in other places, which are suggested in the contribution
guide template.

A template is offered for the README as well, but is restricted to the mentioned sections. In
contrast to the other templates, this one is a mere extension for an (hopefully) existing file. For
projects considering to be shared as Inner Source we expect a README to exist, while files like
a user agreement or a contribution guide most likely do not exist yet.

3 https://www.gnu.org/licenses/gpl-3.0.en.htm]
4 https://mit-license.org/
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Topic Description

Contact Provide information on where contact persons can be found, e.g.,
maintainers of the project, CITATION.cff, or README.md.

Attribution Specify when and in which publications the authors of the software

must be named, e.g., in the original source code distribution, papers,
or publications of adapted code.

Reuse Specify the conditions for reusing the code or parts of the code
in another project. Distinguish between different types of projects
where applicable, e.g., internal DLR projects and projects funded

by third parties.

License Specify the license constraints that apply to the resulting software
when reuse is permitted, e.g., copyleft (reciprocal) licenses or no
restrictions.

Publication Specify the conditions for publishing the software in whole or in

part, e.g., including parts of the software in closed-source software
or selling it as part of closed commercial software.

Publicity Specify whether promotion of the software outside DLR is permit-
ted and, if so, which parties must be named.

Restrictions State any restrictions based on patents, license agreements, or other
applicable conditions.

Further Specify any additional conditions that do not fall under the previous
sections.

Table 3: Topics covered by the customizable user agreement template in DLR’s Inner Source
Policy.

4.5 Findability

Findability is a major element of the inner source concept. Software that is not found will not
be reused or contributed to unless recommended directly to others. The topic of findability of
software is addressed by many others, i.e. the FAIR movement [WDA ™16, CKB"22], and will
not be examined here. At DLR an internal GitLab instance exists where inner source software
should be listed by attaching the label Inner Source and setting the visibility level at least to
internal. While software outside the GitLab instance exists, e.g., on institute-specific GitLab
instances or GitHub, such software in most cases does not qualify as inner source software. But
in cases where it does, we suggest to either move the software to the central DLR instance or
create an empty project with the same title and project description and a link to the respective
project as well as information on how to gain access.

S How the policy addresses sharing barriers

The content of the Inner Source Policy allows developers to address possible obstacles they face
in their specific projects, see section 3. In the following, we describe how the policy and specific
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Topic Description

Contact Provide specific contact information. Reference this information
from other files where applicable.

Scope Describe the scope of the software.

Support Describe the level of support provided by the developers.

Contribution Provide a link to the project-specific contribution guide.

License State that the software is Inner Source and reference the project-

specific user agreement.
(Optional)  Con- Provide a list of contributors or a link to such a list.
tributors

Table 4: Topics suggested to be added to the README file of an inner source project by the
README template of DLR’s Inner Source Policy.

options in the templates address these obstacles.

1. Developers think that others won’t use their software anyway.
The main aspects of this obstacle are developers preferring their own code (NIH) as well
as findability.

The aspect of developers preferring to write code on their own cannot be addressed by
an Inner Source Policy alone. Such a cultural change requires community practices and
leadership support. But the underlying reasons for NIH as well as the aspect of findability
can be addressed. By adding an appropriate label and setting the correct visibility (Sec-
tion 4.5), researchers are able to identify software they legally could use. By adding a
README including the scope of the software as well as including a way to contact the
software owners (Section 4.4), researchers are also able to assess if the software is what
they are looking for.

The Inner Source label also directly indicates the minimal expected quality of the soft-
ware. The Basic Guideline, requiring projects to fulfill use-case-appropriate quality based
on the DLR software engineering guideline [SMH18, HS17], which for Inner Source is
at least application class 1 (see Section 4.1). With this, potential users and perhaps even
contributors are given a well-known standard as well as a better indication than with open
source software, where indicators for quality have to be extracted first. The same guide-
line will be used for any software project that may be developed using this inner source
software. While this may still require adaptation of inner source software to fulfil a higher
application class if the use case of the overlaying software requires this, it is at least based
on the same standard.

2. Sharing code makes developers anxious regarding the quality of their code.
This obstacle has two aspects. On the one hand, developers fear the amount of work
necessary to make the code usable by others. On the other hand, developers fear that low
quality code might make them look incapable.

As mentioned before, the Basic Guideline requires a minimal set of quality for inner source
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software (at least application class 1 according to DLR’s Software Engineering guide-
lines). Thus, the policy might give the impression to increase the requirements regarding
the quality of the software. But, in DLR, every software used or contributed to by more
than one person has to fulfill the recommendations pertaining to application class 1. Only
software developed solely for a developer’s own usage, which also has no immediate value
for the institute and is not developed over a long time, falls under class O and has to ful-
fill none of the recommendations. Thus, most likely, any software of interest for Inner
sourcing has to fulfil this requirement anyway.

However, the recommendations of application class 1 of DLR’s software engineering
guideline only cover the most basic requirements to make software usable by others. Most
developers apply higher standards on software they share, due to the need to present them-
selves as capable. The solution here is in the README template requiring description
of the scope of the software as well as the offered support level (see Section 4.4). By de-
scribing the scope, expectations regarding the quality and generality of the software can be
managed. For example, a proof of concept or an analysis script accompanying a paper will
not raise expectations of high-quality code or focus on usability. Same goes for stating the
offered support level. Active expectation management can be a great possibility to lower
the pressure on the developers and not disappoint possible users.

3. Supporting users, implementing feature requests, and integrating contributions means
additional work.
Yes, these tasks mean additional work.

While good documentation, including how-to’s and tutorials, can decrease the amount of
support asked for by users, creating and maintaining those still means additional work.
Contributions as well as feature requests can improve the quality, usability, and scope of
your software; thus, the benefits might outweigh the work. But when putting software
Inner Source you do not have to offer support, implement feature requests, or even accept
contributions. While this is recommended, the README (section 4.4) offers an option
to state that you will not offer any support. The contribution guide offers similar options
regarding contributions and feature request. Software owners can state that they do not
accept contributions at all or, if they are welcomed, select from a list of criteria to define
what contributions have to fulfil (i.e. accompanying test) to minimize the effort in inte-
grating them. Further, it can be defined how contributions should be performed, whether
you offer support for developers, whether there will be any review of the contribution, and
whether contributors are required to fix issues occurring due to their contribution.

Although offering support as well as accepting feature requests and contributions are rec-
ommended for inner source projects, we accept that this might not be possible for some
projects. But to not close this door completely, the contribution guide suggests to always
end with an invitation to contact the project owners if an adaptation of the contribution
guide is desired.

4. Sharing code could lead to strategic disadvantages.
The main aspect of this obstacle is that others, within or outside the research organization,
not only benefit from freely shared work but may also achieve a strategic advantage by
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doing so. Outside the research organization, licenses are used to prevent this. Within
the research organization, the Inner Source Policy described in this paper is intended to
prevent this.

The Basic Guideline guide states that for each software no distribution is allowed without
the approval of the owner. The project specific user agreement as well as the contribu-
tion guide templates define this in more detail. They offer a wide range of options to
define which usage or distribution is accepted and in which contexts. They differentiate
between using the software in DLR internal vs. third-party-funded projects, control exter-
nal promotion, define allowed usage in commercial contexts, license derivations, ensure
attribution in publications as well as that the software creators need to be informed about
any use and/or distribution. This ensures complete control and knowledge over how and
where their software is used. This is of particular importance for software containing
protection-worthy IP.

Thus, DLR’s Inner Source Policy shall mitigate or overcome the mentioned obstacles and
puts software creators’ as well as their superiors mind at rest when software is shared within the
research organization.

6 Conclusion

In the spirit of advancing research, software should be shared as widely as possible. Yet not all
software created in the research context is suitable for public release as Open Source or propri-
etary software. Software that manages internal systems or administrative processes offers little
value outside the organization, and software containing protection-worthy IP can be strategically
sensitive for the developing institute (Section 1). For such software, sharing within the research
organization is often a pragmatic alternative: it can reduce duplicated effort, support knowledge
transfer and preserve protection-worthy IP while still enabling reuse. At DLR, this potential is
large but largely untapped: about 90% of the GitLab projects are not visible throughout the DLR,
although the instance also contains non-software projects (Section 2).

We identified four groups of obstacles to internal sharing, most of which also apply to external
sharing: doubts that others will use the software, anxiety about code quality and reputation,
the burden of support and contributions, and fear of strategic disadvantage (Section 3). These
barriers are based on anecdotal evidence from workshops and consultations at the DLR rather
than on formal studies, but they align with findings reported in the literature.

In response, we present DLR’s Inner Source Policy as a three-part governance framework for
multi-institute research organizations: a DLR-wide Basic Guideline, and project-specific user
agreements and contribution guides supported by README extensions, templates, and a glos-
sary (Section 4). The policy maps these components to the identified obstacles by clarifying
permissions and expectations. This is done, for example, through reuse and publication options,
optional support and contributions, quality expectations linked to DLR’s software engineering
guideline and measures for findability (Section 5). By building on familiar open source con-
cepts, the templates also ease a later transition to Open Source, where appropriate. Inner Source
can thus serve as a stepping stone between closed development and public release for some soft-
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ware projects. For other types of software, especially software to manage internal systems or
implement administrative processes, Inner Source can be the final step.

The first version of DLR’s Inner Source Policy is currently being published and advertised.
Therefore, we are in the early adaptation phase. Currently, about 20 projects have applied the
Inner Source Policy. These early adopters are mainly the authors of the policy as well as the
participants of the knowledge exchange workshops in 2025 and 2026. The policy will become
part of the next version of the DLR’s software engineering guideline. As part of its publication,
the Inner Source Policy will be advertised in internal DLR-wide newsletters, in the news section
of DLR’s intranet, as well as the software engineering network and community of the DLR.
Currently, also an inner source template for GitLab is developed to allow easier adaptation of the
user agreement, contribution guide and README.

The policy regulates permissions and expectations; it does not by itself increase adaptation,
improve discoverability beyond labelling and documentation requirements, or align institute-
level incentives for reuse. Sustainable Inner Source at DLR therefore also depends on com-
plementary measures such as community practices, central tooling, training, and institutional
support.

By publishing the policy outside of the DLR, we hope for adaptation by further research
organizations. This hope is based on the high interest during the policies presentation at the
conference for research software engineering 2026 in Germany (deRSE26), as well as the need
we identified during our interactions with the DLR community for regulations that govern not
only cross-institutional but also the institutes’ internal use of software. Therefore, we seem an
adaptation of an Inner Source Policy sensible not only for research organizations the size of the
DLR, but also smaller institutions. This may require tailoring the policy to an organization’s
own quality standards, processes, tools, and regulations. While this entails additional effort,
DLR now offers an extensive set of regulations to build upon, since this Inner Source Policy as
well as the Software Engineering Guideline are published under Creative Commons licenses and
reuse is actively encouraged.
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