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Abstract 
Recently, curation practices start to develop in GitHub, 
where developers systematically put efforts to select, evalu-
ate, and organize existing artifacts for the purposes of 
preservation and future use in software development. Cura-
tion practices in social media sites, such as Twitter and Pin-
terest, have been investigated, raising questions about the 
nature of collaborative curation in a professional/product-
oriented site. In this study, we identify and characterize cu-
ration projects hosted on GitHub, and compare curation pro-
jects with software projects to study how this practice takes 
place and how it is different from the original use of 
GitHub. We find that curation has emerged as a highly pop-
ular category of GitHub project, which is directed to learn-
ing and professional development, and curation practice 
leverages collaborative tools and practices native to GitHub. 
Although curation projects and software projects use the 
same set of activities for development, they are different 
from each other in terms of the quantity of each type of ac-
tivity performed by developers. 

 Motivation 
Software developers increasingly utilize GitHub for coor-
dinating work (Marlow et al. 2013). By the end of 2013, 
GitHub had hosted more than 10 million repositories and 
attracted millions of developers for collaborative software 
development (Doll 2013). Recently, developers have begun 
to create GitHub repositories to index resources related to 
software development itself, and many such repositories 
became trending on the site. This category of activity, 
which is entirely different from development activity, is 
known as curation. Curation is the manual effort of identi-
fying, organizing, evaluating public resources (Duh et al. 
2012). As GitHub is designed for collaborative software 
development, this phenomenon poses interesting questions 
of how such practice emerges and becomes trending, and 
how the community of software developers is doing with it 
as compared to the original purpose of GitHub. 
    Although past literature reports that software developers 
use GitHub for a variety of purposes (Wu et al. 2014), 
most studies focus on software engineering practices, such 
as code contribution and bug fixing (Marlow et al. 2013). 

The characteristics of curation practice on this social pro-
duction site, to the best of our knowledge, have not yet 
been reported. This paper intends to address this gap and 
the following research questions are addressed: RQ1: How 
is curation activity emerging in GitHub? And RQ2: How 
does curation practice take place differently as comparing 
to software collaboration on GitHub? Our investigation 
tries to understand the intention and content being curated 
on a social coding site and specifically, how such practice 
is different from the original intention of the platform. Our 
work extends curation literature in the context of software 
developers’ community.  

Data Collection 
We identified the top 49 curation projects and 1,384 soft-
ware projects from the dataset collected from GitHub Ar-
chive1, then we performed a content analysis on the 49 
projects to answer RQ1. The unit of analysis was each in-
dividual curation project. Then, we aggregated the activity 
log of each of the 49 curation projects and 1,384 software 
projects respectively, and applied a quantitative method to 
compare them. Specifically, for each type of activity, we 
analyzed whether the number of the activities for curation 
projects is different from the number of activities for soft-
ware projects. The results are presented below. 

Results 

The characteristics of curation projects 
We applied content analysis to investigate the characteris-
tics of the curation projects, including purposes for crea-
tion, contents being curated, and owners. Out of 49 pro-
jects, 7 claim in their project description that the project 
was created for learning, and 23 express the intention to 
maintain the high quality of content. For the 49 curation 
projects, two (4.1%) were owned by GitHub organizations 
and the other 47 were owned by individuals. Correspond-

                                                
1 https://www.githubarchive.org/  
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ingly, for the 1,384 software projects in our sample, 522 
were owned by an organization (37.7%).  Curation projects 
on GitHub try to index the resources of high quality both 
inside and outside GitHub in a central place for informa-
tional, learning, and professional development purposes. 
Nearly eighty percent of owners had less than 100 follow-
ers prior to their creation of curation projects, which indi-
cates that most owners were not “coding rock stars” or 
community leaders, differently from the results in Mat-
thews et al. (2014) for enterprise environments.   

Curation Projects vs. Software Projects 
Of the top 1,433 repositories that have more than 500 stars 
(most popular), 49 are curation projects. The top 3 reposi-
tories are all curation projects, and 6 out of the top 20 re-
positories are curation projects. 

    Curation projects received a statistically significant 
higher number of stars (M=7.51, SD=0.99) than software 
projects (M=6.98, SD=0.65), t(49.48)=-3.70, p < 0.001. 
Figure 3 shows that the average number of stars (not log-
transformed) received by curation projects is a lot higher 
than software projects. 
    We also compared the curation projects and software 
projects in terms of participation of different types of user 
activities (Table 1). Curation projects are statically higher 
in Fork, Push, and Pull Request events, while lower in 
Create, Delete, Issue Comment, and Issues event. Lower 
frequencies on Create and Delete events for curation pro-
jects imply that they are less likely to have changes in pro-
ject structures in comparison to software projects. The 
lower frequencies of Issues and Issue Comment events for 
curation projects indicates curation projects are less active 
on issue trackers, which possibly means that they have 
fewer bug reports and feature requests. Higher frequency 
of Push events shows the active development of curation 
projects. Higher frequency of Pull Request and Fork events 
indicates that curation projects received more contributions 
from others. 

Discussion 
Given the large volume of resources inside and outside 
GitHub for software development (Wu et al. 2015), soft-
ware developers’ community is in need of efforts to index 
high quality ones, and curation practice on GitHub re-
sponds to such needs. Software developers appropriate 
GitHub to systematically organize resources of high quali-
ty for learning and professional development purposes.  
The owner of curation projects on GitHub are usually nor-
mal individuals as comparing to enterprise context, which 
tends to have a small leadership team that creates and 
maintains curation projects (Matthews et al. 2014). Given 
the highly popular nature of curation and its nascent phase, 
it is likely that more software developers will take on dif-
ferent curation tasks shortly. 
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Type of Event Curation (N=49)  Software (N=1384) df t 
Mean Mean (log) SD (log) Mean Mean (log) SD (log) 

Create  1.84 0.80 0.62  16.97 1.85 1.34 65.22 11.01** 
Delete  0.65 0.21 0.57  9.40 1.04 1.22 64.91 9.41** 
Fork  465.69 5.45 1.08  161.81 4.51 1.12 51.73 -6.04** 
Issue Comment  105.10 4.02 1.28  406.91 4.56 1.86 55.48 2.85* 
Issues  27.16 2.62 1.27  140.64 3.77 1.65 53.86 6.12** 
Pull Request  151.69 4.29 1.28  91.52 3.22 1.59 53.38 -5.76** 
Push 405.82 4.57 1.07  165.36 3.85 1.68 56.80 -4.52** 
* indicates the result is significant at p < 0.01, ** indicates the result is significant at p < 0.001 
(log) indicates the statistics are calculated on log-transformed value. 

Table 1: Independent sample t-tests that compare the log-transformed mean of the number of seven types of activities between 
curation projects and software projects. 
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