
Nathan Seidle 
 

Where does transparency end? 



Who? What?    
 

l  Started SparkFun in bedroom 
in 2003 

l  2004 Univ. of Colorado @ 
Boulder 

l  BS in Electrical Engineering 
l  Rower on CU Club Team 
l  RA in Dorms 
l  Worked 2002 Olympics 
l  Just hit 30 
l  Oklahoma 
l  No other family business 

From: jangosteve.com 

No One Knows what the F*** They’re Doing 



OSHW Definition v1.0    
 

OSHW ‘plans’ must: 
l  Contain editable source files 
l  Allow for modification 
l  No discrimination: groups/tech 
l  No –NC limitations 
l  May require attribution 

You can stand on my shoulders and even make money at it. 
Yay! 

But when do the hugs end? 



Limits to Transparency    
 

SparkFun becomes opaque over a spectrum: 

1.  Sparkle 
2.  Iris Lee 
3.  The Benjamins 
4.  Mounties 

We are more opaque with information that does not 
intrinsically help our users. 

Slightly Opaque 
 
 
Completely Closed 



Limits to Transparency: Our Process 
 

‘Sparkle’ is the name of our internal system for: 
1.  Shipping 
2.  Manufacturing 
3.  Purchasing 
4.  AP/AR/Auditing 
5.  Customer service 
6.  Engineering 
7.  … 



Limits to Transparency: Our Process  
 

SparkFun runs on Sparkle 

1.  Ecommerce 
2.  Inventory 
3.  Purchasing projections 
4.  Build schedule 



Limits to Transparency: Suppliers 
 

Iris is the contact at one of our suppliers.  
How does sharing our suppliers help our 

end customers? 

But we don’t block or obfuscate 
information. 

 
Motivation behind obfuscation vs. 

disclosure. 



Limits to Transparency: Finance 
 

1.  Top line revenue  
2.  No margin  
3.  No profit  
4.  No salaries  
5.  No nitty gritty details                                  : 

Acct 60-1401: Janitorial Expense - $41,524 
Acct 60-1013: Bad Debt, Customer - $303 
Acct 60-1603: Reconciliation Discrepancies - $0 
 

: (18.4M in 2010, up 75% over 2009) 
: (we’re right in line with standard retail) 

: (we’re in the black) 
: (payroll ~$400k per month?!) 



Limits to Transparency: The Benjamins 
 

Finance 

How does disclosing our internal financials help our end user?  



Limits to Transparency: Customer Privacy 
 



What does this mean for you, OSHW community?    
 

•  Don’t worry about being all open 
about all things. It’s ok. 

•  Transparency is not a linear 
relation to success. 

•  Make sure your motivations align 
with your community. 

•  You and me, we don’t have all the 
answers. Welcome to the club. 



Build cool stuff. 

nathan@sparkfun.com 


