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Abstract
Open-source repositories play a vital role in modern software devel-
opment, facilitating collaboration and code sharing among develop-
ers worldwide. In this study, we investigate the usage of labels in
GitHub repositories to understand their impact on the issue resolu-
tion process and project management. We employ data mining tech-
niques to gather a dataset comprising 10,673,459 issues from 13,280
repositories hosted on GitHub’s featured topics list. Our study de-
sign involves four phases: repository selection, mining repository
issues, pre-processing issues’ components, and data processing to
address research questions (RQs). The first RQ focuses on the fre-
quency and usage of standard and custom labels in repositories.
The second and third RQs delve into the average time for labeling
issues and defining the triage phase from labeling practices. We
found that 73.14% of repositories employ issue labeling, with most
labeling activity concentrated before the 100th day since issue open-
ing. This rapid labeling process is often followed by a structured
label change pattern, potentially corresponding to specific issue
phases like triage, implementation, or change validation. Analyzing
time intervals between label changes, we observed that most issues
undergo triage within 1 to 100 days, with labels prioritized based on
their frequency in the resolution process. Our analysis sheds light
on labels’ significance in organizing and classifying issues through
a systematic triage process within open-source repositories. Labels
serve as social and technical elements, contributing to enhanced
organization, identification, implementation, and validation of code
changes. These findings provide valuable insights into the effec-
tive management and maintenance of open-source projects, aiding
developers and project managers in optimizing issue resolution
processes. The results and scripts from our study are available in
the supplementary material repository for further exploration and
reference by the software engineering community.
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1 Introduction
The open-source movement has experienced considerable growth
and evolution, impacting both community dynamics and software
development practices [31]. While the advantages of open-source

projects are widely acknowledged, including flexibility, agility, and
speed, managing these projects presents notable challenges. Project
repositories must have robust infrastructure to host source code
effectively and allow users, particularly software developers and
testers, to report detailed information regarding identified issues
[3].

Establishing clear communication channels to convey existing
project information and planned changes is crucial for seamless evo-
lution. Issue tracking systems (ITS) play an important role in this
aspect, providing a platform to report issues with comprehensive
details [13, 33, 34]. These systems streamline the issue lifecycle pro-
cess and facilitate user collaboration, allowing users to report bugs,
change requests, potential software improvements, and more. Users
can also assign responsibility for addressing specific issue reports
and exchange messages within the context of an issue. Employing
ITS systematically is a key element for software maintenance and
evolution in modern software engineering [1].

A well-structured issue report is crucial in helping developers
understand the root cause of a reported problem and find an appro-
priate solution efficiently. In contrast, an incomplete issue report
can pose expressive challenges for developers in a software project.
Insufficient information or incorrect classifications can lead to con-
fusion among software developers regarding the likely causes of
issues [5, 7, 8].

An effective issue report should include essential elements such
as a clear title, detailed body describing the problem, and relevant
comments providing additional context or updates. Furthermore,
many repositories allow users to add labels to categorize and pro-
vide contextual information about the issue [12]. These labels can
enhance communication and streamline the issue triage process,
aiding in understanding the problem’s nature and identifying the
appropriate developer to address it.

The practice of labeling involves assigning customized words
or brief definitions to aid in quickly and objectively perceiving
circumstances within social or management processes [36, 37]. It
has become a common practice in open-source repositories [9],
and there are distinct characteristics when labels are created either
by software developers or automated algorithms [32]. Discussions
regarding issue labeling have gained increasing importance in re-
cent times [15, 19, 20, 24, 35, 39]. Contributions and repositories of
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varying sizes and characteristics utilize these mechanisms to man-
age and involve the community in the progress of the repository
[23, 40].

Despite its recognized importance, there remains a significant
knowledge gap regarding the impact of issue labeling in open-
source repositories. To address this gap in the literature, our work
studies the utilization of labels by software developers, explores the
associations between labels, examines the duration of each issue
resolution phase, and investigates the relationships between each
phase of the defect cycle, seeking patterns in label usage across
these phases. Through these investigations, we aim to uncover label
patterns associated with each phase of the issue’s life cycle and
analyze the time developers allocate to each phase. Our research
tackles the following research questions (RQs):

RQ1: How often do developers use labels in open-source
repositories? This RQ aims to understand the frequency of this
practice and the number of repositories that either adopt standard
labels or customize them to create their own. We leverage the
count of customized labels in the repositories to identify the most
commonly used labels and to measure their popularity.

RQ2: What is the average time developers take to label
issues during the issue resolution? This RQ investigates the
average time between the addition of new labels after previous
labeling events. By examining this time gap, we can infer the du-
ration it takes for a contributor to provide additional information
relevant to issue resolution through labeling. This pattern of adding
information can help characterize phases of issue resolution, such
as the triage phase. Figure 1 illustrates the issue triage time consid-
ered in this RQ, starting from the period of Label 1 to the addition
of Label 2.

RQ3: Can we define the triage phase based on labeling
practices? This RQ investigates the triage time based on the pres-
ence of triage-related labels. We analyze the time it takes for an
issue to go through triage from its opening until the last triage
label is applied in the event sequence. Therefore, the triage time
for an issue is characterized by the time it was opened and the time
of the last triage-related label added. Figure 2 illustrates the issue
triage time considered in this RQ, with a blue circle representing
the opening time and Triage Label 3 being the last applied. Once the
triage labels are categorized, the triage time can be defined based
on the last label observed in the issue resolution process.

To achieve the stated objective and address the defined research
questions, we conducted a characterization study focusing on labels
in GitHub repositories. We gathered data from 10,673,459 issues
across 180 GitHub featured topics [16] from a total of 13,280 repos-
itories. The research package, including the issues database, results
tables, and scripts utilized in this study, is accessible in the supple-
mentary material repository.1

2 Background
A software repository typically comprises several visible compo-
nents, including source code, a well-structured issue tracker with a
defined life cycle, developers’ messages, user messages, and other
related elements [33]. Additionally, it involves community commu-
nication mechanisms that gather feedback from the community

1https://figshare.com/s/efba88b6b88a013056b2

regarding changes and improvements made by the team of con-
tributors. Practices involving community engagement, continuous
integration, version history, and issue management represent es-
sential dimensions of a comprehensive software repository [30].

Issue trackers are software solutions utilized by software reposi-
tories to systematically record all software behavior through report-
ing, encompassing various aspects of the repository such as code,
verification, validation, documentation, and more. It is crucial to
emphasize the construction of well-structured and effective commu-
nication management, as it plays a fundamental role in preventing
new software problems, including the introduction of new defects
[6, 29, 42]. User feedback, community collaboration, and maintain-
ability are vital aspects for repositories, and users of issue trackers
on platforms like GitHub should also adhere to these principles
[13, 20, 34, 40].

2.1 The life cycle of an issue and its triage
process

Various representations exist for the life cycle of an issue, as argued
by Anvik et al. [4]. Issue tracking systems commonly depict possible
states of an issue such as new, resolved, and closed [3], or variations
thereof. In GitHub, this is simplified, with issues being either open
or closed. This simplified representation highlights a gap in demon-
strating the complete life cycle of an issue. As mentioned earlier,
an issue can report a defect, an improvement, provide help to users,
or other types of reports. In essence, when an issue reports a bug,
it may involve a defect, and the defect life cycle should encompass
stages such as insertion, detection, and removal [43].

The defect detection process, as depicted in the defect life cycle,
is crucial for understanding the defect and its impact, which is the
first step towards fixing it. Typically, users carry out the detection
phase when reporting issues in repositories that have issue trackers
[28]. Subsequently, these contributors are tasked with resolving
these issues either by attempting to reproduce the defect themselves
or by assigning it to other contributors responsible for addressing
the issue [40].

When managing the defect resolution process, triage plays a
crucial role in investigating, characterizing, prioritizing, and as-
signing issues for correction [4, 26]. Therefore, reports typically
include fields to classify severity and versioning [14]. Not all issues
are equally severe or have the same priority in the issue tracker.
Contributors commonly prioritize issues based on factors such as
defect priority, severity, time to resolution, product importance,
developer availability, report quality, and effort required [26, 41].
The detection process conducted during triage is also critical for
identifying and addressing bugs, and defect classification helps
quantify these issues [38].

The triage process involves analyzing all defect information
contained in the issue by the responsible party, and this process
can be time-consuming [25]. Developers carefully consider the
factors reported in the issues to avoid misclassifications during this
selection stage. However, incorrect bug classifications still occur
and can potentially harm the software [21].

As highlighted by Kaushik et al. [26], the defect management
process progresses from triage to resolution and ultimately vali-
dation of the defect resolution. The time taken to fix a bug is a

 https://figshare.com/s/efba88b6b88a013056b2
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Figure 1: Illustration of the issue triage time considered in RQ2, showing the time interval between Label 1 and Label 2,
indicating the average time for labeling issues in different phases of issue resolution.

Figure 2: Illustration of the issue triage time considered in RQ3, depicting the time from issue opening to the last triage-related
label (Triage Label 3), characterizing the triage phase duration for the issue.

critical factor that reflects the analysis, complexity, and priority of
the issue [27]. Such analyses can provide valuable insights for the
triage process, helping filter and replicate successful aspects and
classifications that proved effective in resolving the issue.

The standard fields of a GitHub issue adhere to the issue tracker
model, comprising the title, description, issue insertion date, author,
and status (open or closed). This structure is prevalent across vari-
ous platforms, such as Bugzilla2 and Jira3. It is crucial to fill these
fields comprehensively and accurately to aid in issue resolution.
GitHub supports issue reporting using the Markdown markup lan-
guage [18], allowing for extensive text and formatting options. This
functionality empowers developers to effectively address reported
issues [4, 14]. Conversely, inaccuracies, errors, or an inability to
reproduce reported defects can significantly delay the entire defect
resolution cycle [25].

The GitHub issue-reporting also includes tracking all activity
performed (assignments [17], comments, opening, closing notifica-
tions, and others) from the issue’s event list. In addition, it enables
the creation of custom labels and attributing multiple labels to a
single issue.

2https://www.bugzilla.org/
3https://www.atlassian.com/br/software/jira

2.2 Issue labeling
Labeling is present in the software development process, which
can provide facilities for those on the other side performing this
difficult task and can be helpful in many software artifacts such as
architecture, components, documentation, and testing [37]. They
are concepts in social community systems related to free writing
personalization of information of these systems regarding any func-
tion, including reuse, management, and re-finding information[36].

Nevertheless, considering the context of reporting issues, this
concept about the labels being a free field for the contributors
to build a customizable environment for each report is also valid
on GitHub repositories. The contributors could create new labels,
assign labels, or insert information into labels, meaning adding
more information to solve the issue.

There are two ways to use the issue labeling tool: using GitHub
suggestion labels or creating custom labels free of charge. We call
the first option standard labels and the second option custom labels
the user creates.

• Standard labels: GitHub provides a list of nine labels 4

when the developers create the repository. They are: bug,
documentation, duplicate, enhancement, good first issue, help
wanted, invalid, question and wontfix.

4Available at https://docs.github.com/en/issues/using-labels-and-milestones-to-track-
work/managing-labels#about-default-labels

https://docs.github.com/en/issues/using-labels-and-milestones-to-track-work/managing-labels##about-default-labels
https://docs.github.com/en/issues/using-labels-and-milestones-to-track-work/managing-labels##about-default-labels
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• Custom labels: GitHub also provides a tool for creating and
editing labels so that the developer can develop customizable
labels for their repository. Each new label should include
a name (preferably representative) and a brief description.
The developer could also associate a color to the label. This
process involves writing the label’s name, a short description,
and choosing the color the label will represent.

3 Research strategies and tools
We start by describing the study design and how data from open-
source repositories was selected, mined, and processed. Finally,
we explain the research questions and how our methods in data
processing led to obtaining the data for this study’s results.

3.1 Study Design
The study design followed four phases, which were fundamental for
obtaining, processing, and finally answering the research questions.
Figure 3 provides an overview of the study design workflow. The
4-phase design encompasses selection, mining, pre-processing, and
data processing. Next, we proceed with reporting the findings. These
are detailed next.

Figure 3: Overview of the study design workflow.

(1) Repository Selection Criteria: To meet our characteriza-
tion goals, we carefully selected a set of relevant repositories for
our study. The aim was to create a diverse issue dataset covering
various families and domains. Our selection criteria stipulated that
all chosen repositories must be hosted on GitHub and align with
the list of featured topics provided on the platform [16]. This list
encompasses 180 featured topics on GitHub, offering a wide array
of system repositories across different domains and programming
languages. Since each topic includes numerous systems, we needed
a metric for selecting repositories. Given that the star count is a
popular metric for measuring repository popularity on GitHub [10],
we opted to select the 100 most popular repositories for each topic
based on their star count.

(2) Mining Repository Issues: Following the selection of repos-
itories for each topic, we initiated the mining process. This involved

collecting data related to issues and pull requests. Specifically, we
gathered metadata such as id, author, title, body, description, status,
creation date, events, repository labels, issue labels, reactions, and
comments using the GrumPy tool [22]. As an additional step, we
included repository labels as an extra field in our database of issues
to streamline our analysis. The mining process yielded a dataset
comprising 10,673,459 issues from 13,280 repositories belonging to
GitHub’s featured topics (Supplementary Material), spanning the
period from September 2019 to August 2020.

(3) Pre-processing Issues’ Components: An issue contains a
wealth of information, but not all of it is relevant to our study. The
pre-processing phase is crucial for removing unnecessary details
that could potentially alter the characteristics of our results. Certain
structures need to be eliminated to streamline further processing of
issue information, especially since GitHub issues’ components are
formatted using Markdown [18]. During the pre-processing phase,
we removed the following structures from the issues: code quotes,
tags, hyperlinks, tables and references, citations and repeated com-
ments, warnings, exceptions, class names, paths, special characters,
numbers, multiple blank spaces, and stop words from the title, body,
and comments. This cleaning process ensures that our analysis
focuses on the most relevant and meaningful information from the
issues. Next, we explain each of these steps in more detail:

• Tokenization: The summary was divided into smaller units
called tokens, words, syllables, or letters. Tokenization by
word was used in this study;

• Normalization: The tokens were converted to lowercase to
achieve standardization and avoid duplication of words due
to case sensitivity. Symbols, punctuation marks, line breaks,
emojis5, and non-ASCII characters were removed, consider-
ing only alphanumeric characters. This step is really impor-
tant to reduce noise and ensuring consistency in the data;

• Removal of stopwords: Words that do not provide signifi-
cant discriminatory information, known as stopwords (e.g.,
articles, prepositions), were removed from the tokens. These
words often appear with considerable frequency and do not
contribute to the training process;

• Lemmatization: The tokens were grouped according to their
lemma, which is their canonical form. For example, plural
forms were reduced to their singular form. Lemmatization
helps in consolidating words with similar meanings and
reducing the dimensionality of the data;

• Stemming: The tokens were reduced to their base or dictio-
nary form, removing affixes such as prefixes and suffixes.
This process maps words to their root form, allowing for bet-
ter performance and grouping of words with similar mean-
ings.

(4) Processing Phase:
We implemented another Python script to analyze the issues

in the database and process the labels’ occurrences to address the
stated RQs. The steps to gather and analyze data are described next.

(1) Answering RQ1: To address RQ1, we should search and
count the creation of custom labels and usage of standard
labels by the repositories in the issue using a counting al-
gorithm. The algorithm analyzed each issue with the count

5Ideograms and smileys usually used in informal texts
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and characterization of standard and custom labels, so they
were processed differently, with each group counted. The
algorithm verifies if repository issues used all the created
custom labels. RQ1 also involves studying the standard la-
bels made available by GitHub, which analyzes these labels’
usage by contributors. The data collection to calculate this
RQ involved using the most used labels in each repository
and the entire database. The processing consists of detecting
the use of labels by checking all labels and the most used by
each repository.

(2) Answering RQ2 and RQ3: To answer RQ2 and RQ3, we
identified labels from the triage and defect detection process
with manual classification identifying labels in a list of the
most used labels in the issues. We manually interpreted and
studied those most related to the triage and detection pro-
cesses and found many repeated custom labels written that
had the same meaning. After recognizing these labels, we
use a Python algorithm to go through the time events that
occurred in the issue and search for occurrences of labels
that have previously classified labels. Thus, we extract the
time of the Github actions history and make time calcula-
tions for each action that occurred in the issue. Thus, when
a label that has been cataloged is found, we capture the time
of the action and calculate until the occurrence of a label
from another development phase. For example, we found
a label at time t1 related to triage, so we started searching
forward and found another label at time t2 related to the
development phase. Hence, the issue’s triage phase went
from creation until the labeling occurred in time t1. Just as
the development phase starts at label time t2 until another
label about the change validation phase appears in the issue.

The results of the algorithm processing the dataset and count-
ing the data from RQ1, RQ2, RQ3, generated four tables about
the results of the 13,280 repositories. We developed an R script to
analyze, calculate, and create the necessary graphs to present the
results from the results table extracted from the database. All of
these materials, including the tables and the R script, are available
at the supplementary material repository.

4 Results
RQ1: How often do developers use labels in
open-source repositories?
Given both sets of labels (“standard” and “custom”), we start by
showing the results of the first. We found 9,713 (73.14%) repositories
using the standard labels, while 3,567 (26.85%) repositories have not
used any standard labels. Figure 4 shows the use standard labels.

The standard labels bug, enhancement, and question are the
most used in the labeling activities. This result shows the use of
standard labels to identify the type of issue to which it refers. Thus,
one applicability of those labels given by the practitioners is the
monitoring and quick identification of the content type of these
issues.

By analyzing the use of custom labels, we found that 4,703
(35.41%) repositories do not create any custom label and 8,577
(64.58%) repositories created 149,122, with a median of 2 labels

Figure 4: Standard labels and usage

at least to the repository. Figure 5 shows the top-30 custom labels
we found in this analysis.

Since an issue could be labeled with one or more labels, we found
that custom labels were used 9,322,003 times in the database for
label issues, with a mean of 701.95 issues and a median of 6 labels.

The spearman’s correlation coefficient was found with p-value
of 0.752. It indicates a significant correlation between the number
of issues and the number of labels created.

Figure 5: Top-30 custom labels.

We calculate the correlation between the number of issues and
custom label usage to determine a relationship between them. The
spearman’s correlation coefficient was found with p-value of 0.785.
It suggests a significant correlation between the number of issues
in a repository and the use of custom labels for labeling. Figure 6
plots the number of issues and the custom labels usage.

The results show that over half of the repositories create new
labels, but not all use them in the labeling practice. Additionally, we
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Figure 6: Plot of number of issues and number of custom
labels used

observed a correlation between the number of issues in a repository
and the number of custom labels. These results show that the more
issues a repository has, the more it creates and uses custom labels.

We investigated the custom labels and their importance in the
triage and defect detection. A manual classification was performed
in the study and showed that the first 1,752 labels of that list were
classified. We removed labels without meaning for the issue resolu-
tion process from the list. Figure 7 shows a treemap chart detailing
the most used labels in each category with the number of occur-
rences. We identified labels with different purposes, such as request-
ing revision, prioritization, severity assigning issues, identifying
issues, and finding/classifying defects.

In the defect investigation phase, three of the labels that identify
this purpose were needs_triage, needs_revision, pending discussion.
The prioritization and severity classification contrasted with labels
indicating the priority using the low, medium, and high priority
scales in label issues. Some issues also present labels with a priority
request with the label needs-priority. Labels were found to iden-
tify an issue’s type, including defect classification, improvement,
support, and bug report. The contributors use labels to indicate
additional information about the reported defect in areas about
modules and packages. The creation of labels also covered the im-
plementation and validation phases. Some labels were related to the
commit, build resolution progress information, code refactoring,
and indications in the merge processes. The frequency of labels re-
lated to validating the issue resolution code was significant. Those
labels show information about the validation process, specifically
when the process is pending, carried out, or finished. We highlight
some evident labels in their use in the triage phases involving pri-
oritization, assignment, investigation, location, and classification
of defects and types of issues.

The implementation and validation part also reveals that con-
tributors use this purpose. Labels are perceived to be applicable for
different purposes in a project. Still, our study shows contributors
use this for triage and identification in the solution’s implemen-
tation and validation phases. Even in smaller quantities and not

being a frequently used practice, repositories use this labeling tool
for organization and control from defined phases of issues.

RQ2: What is the average time developers take to
label issues during the issue resolution?
When analyzing the labeling time between labels, we found an
average number of 114.3 days, with a median of 17 days and a
standard deviation of 237.5. The time between labels ranges from a
minimum of one day to a maximum of 2664 days.

Figure 8 shows the labeling frequency in days. Most labeling
activity is concentrated before day 100. The interval between one
label and another varies much over time. Times a peak of labeling
between the first few days, so changing, adding, or replacing a label
is performed in less time. Two probable explanations, one being
that multiple labeling coincides, and the other is that the label
change follows a predetermined period defined in the repository.
This defined period may characterize an issue phase, i.e., triage,
implementation phase, or validation of the changes. In Figure 8, the
data is more concentrated at the bottom of the graph, indicating
that labeling occurs in less time.

Figure 9 shows a set of histograms representing 5, 20, 100, and
500-day time interval. In all representations, we could observe a
concentration of the labeling activity on the left side.

RQ3: Can we define the triage phase based on
labeling practices?
After analyzing the labeling time between one label and another,
we have a pattern where labeling is performed quickly. Thus, after
selecting labels ranked by their occurrence in the resolution process,
we have a set of sorting labels selected. Thus, going through this
database, we find what can be said to be the triage period of an issue
from the use of triage labels. The triage time mean is 240.3 days,
the median is 30, and the standard deviation is 551.9. Moreover, the
time spent in triage ranges from one day to a maximum of 7029
days. According to the data, the majority of issues were triaged
between 1 and 100 days, as Figure 10 shows.

We also divided the analysis into days 5, 100, and 500, and 2000
of triage labeling. Figure 11 shows the set of histograms, and Figure
12 shows the set of Violin Plots for such interval days. They indicate
that the labeling time is concentrated in a shorter time of days and
that the vast majority of the triage performed by the labels takes
little time, from 1 to 100 days, to complete.

5 Discussion
With this feature topics repositories analysis, we could characterize
some trends in standard and custom label usage. We have seen that
the standard GitHub labels are widely used and that only a small
number of repositories do not use them. The three leadingmost used
standard labels identify the issue’s characteristics, such as bug, im-
provement, and help. This result helps to reinforce and complement
the role of labels to inform the issues to assist in the identification
of the type of the issue. The label creation and customization tools
are also widely used by repositories that also customize and use
labels for the purposes required in their repository issues — there
is a significant correlation between the repositories with more is-
sues and the creation of more labels. Therefore, the repositories
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Developement
phases

Implementation phase

Issue priorization

Issue type

Issue investigation

Validation of changes

Issue assignment

Defect classification

cla:yes
120,346

support:core
28,977

module
32,406

type: bug
59,833

kind/bug
31,861

frozenduetoage
22,991

needs_triage
46,701

needs_revision
25,368

needs_more_info
21,810

cla_signed

36,628

cla-already-
signed

43,943

cla-
signed

22,273

cncf-cla:yes
61,064

needs-sig

27,013

dependencies
60,953

docs

26,889

in progress
82,698

size/xs

28,871

feature
request

35,532

support:
community

26,930

type:
enhancement

26,566

outdated

84,290

stale
69,550

feature

68,572
lgtm

102,388

status:needs
review

30,871

release-note-
none

32,528

approved
72,130

fixed

23,128

Figure 7: Treemap chart detailing the most used labels in each category with the number of occurrences.

need to create more labels to satisfy the classification needs of the
reported issues. Furthermore, the bigger this repository the more it
needs labels to manage its reports better, thus fulfilling the defined
process.

A large majority of labels are used for the implementation phase,
change validations. The triage phase includes defect localization,
issue prioritization, issue type, issue investigation, issue assignment,
and defect classification. We have provided evidence of customized
labels to enhance the triage, cycle, and defect detection processes.
Our findings demonstrate that utilizing these structures in such
a manner serves crucial roles in organizing and maintaining the
repository effectively. Labels are not only social elements but also
technical components that shape the organization of open-source
repositories by facilitating the identification, implementation, and
validation of code changes.

The implementation of these labels aids project developers in
triage, cycle management, and defect detection, showcasing their
potency in establishing contributor support and bolstering con-
trol, identification, and maintenance mechanisms for the repository.

These concepts are deeply rooted in Software Engineering prin-
ciples, showcasing the full spectrum of support and adaptability
offered by labels in repository management.

6 Threats to Validity
6.1 Internal Validity
The most evaluated repositories in the list of topics can bring more
repositories from a particular area. The list of repositories does
not have the same characteristics, or it is the same work area. Still,
when mining these topics, we consider 100 repositories at each list
to homogenize the database with popular repositories. The study
only handled repositories that contained issues. Thus, repositories
that did not contain issues were not included by the algorithm in
the results table because they do not have issues to be analyzed.

6.2 External Validity
By only using GitHub repositories, the generalization of the study
to other platforms may not present the results obtained in this study.
In this study, we focused on using GitHub topics with a diversity of



SBCARS’24, September 30 – October 04, 2024, Curitiba, PR Joselito Jr. et al.

Figure 8: Histogram and Violin Plot of labeling frequency
versus days with no outliers

Figure 9: Histogram of 5, 20, 100, and 500-day time interval.

repositories from different domains. This selection of repositories
decreases the bias in the analysis of our study. We mined the repos-
itories used in this study in a specific time frame, and the issues
reported, later on, were not considered in this analysis.

6.3 Construct Validity
The choice of metrics and graphs may not be well suitable to rep-
resent the data. We performed the search and chose different rep-
resentations to avoid bias and inform about label and usage data
in the repositories. From the repositories’ selection with the popu-
larity metric to the analysis of correlation, labeling time, and the
numbers related to the labels themselves, we always aim to present
the data in the best possible way and with no interference in the
results.

Figure 10: Histogram and Violin boxplot of triage labeling
frequency versus days with no outliers

7 Related Work
Extensive research has been done by researchers to understand the
behavior of issues in open-source issue trackers. The study con-
ducted by Treude and Storey [37] obtained significant results in tags
usage in software development regarding a social and technical
context. It also defined the concept of labels for Software Engi-
neering in an industrial development environment using the Jazz
project life cycle management platform. The way pursued by our
study is related to the application of labels in a technical course in
open-source systems. We analyze the creation and use of standard
and customizable labels and their trends in various repositories
with different domains and practices in a more current context,
open-source systems. The focus also involved the technical occur-
rence of the issue labels and the emphasis on triage for defects in
open-source repositories.

Bissyandé et al. [9] present a comprehensive investigation to
understand issues and the repository actions in GitHub, including
a short overview of labels used in reported issues classified as issue
type: bug report and feature request. Our study went deeper into
the analysis of the labels, identifying which GitHub provides labels
and which are created by users and the creation trend. Our study
performed a correlation between the number of issues and the
creation of labels, resulting in a significant correlation between the
two actions. Our analysis focused on the labels in the triage process
and what issues contributors are based on when they are in the
resolution process.

Cabot et al. [11] investigated the application of issues labels
on GitHub repositories, describing the number of labels, the most
used ones, and their influence on the project through a correlation
between time to solve and issue age grouping types of labels. On
the other hand, our study focuses further on creating custom labels
and finds a correlation between the creation and the number of
issues and time of each issue phase.

Using predictive systems, Alonso-Abad et al. [2] investigate a
system that labels issues based on machine learning to reproduce
the labels on new issues. This work also presents data on issue
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Figure 11: Histogram of triage labeling frequency in 5, 100, 500, and 2000.

Figure 12: Violin Plot of triage labeling frequency in 5, 100, 500, and 2000.

labels and a list of labels most used by these repositories. There is
an analysis of the algorithm’s performance presented with a focus
on the best performance to be used to label the repositories. Our
work focuses only on the analysis of data from the repositories and
separating the types of labels as standard and customizable, with a
focus on the analysis of issue developer time and identifying their
phases in the issue development cycle.

8 Conclusions
In this study, we aimed to examine GitHub repositories with higher
ratings and analyze their issues, encompassing a total of 13,280
repositories.

To accomplish the goals, we employed various data manipulation
techniques, including selection, mining, pre-processing, process-
ing, and reporting findings. The study revealed that 73.14% of the
analyzed issues utilized labeling, while 26.85% did not. We found
that 35.41% of labeled issues did not involve custom labels, while
64.58% utilized a median of 2 labels. Besides, 65.59% of labeled is-
sues with the median usage were labeled by professionals. Custom
labels were applied a significant 9,322,003 times, highlighting their
importance.

These findings reveal that, while issue labeling is not universally
adopted, labeled issues are more easily discernible, particularly in
large repositories where numerous issues exist. Labeling also aids
in bug detection and the triage process, functioning as a filter or
keyword for identifying issues or their states.

The frequency of labeling shows significant temporal variations,
which may be tied to concurrent labeling activities or predeter-
mined periods within the repository. In the latter scenario, issue
categorization may pertain to triage, implementation phases, or
validation of changes.

Indeed, we could identify several gaps to discuss and investigate.
Particularly, regarding the creation and utilization of multi-labels in

issues. Additionally, there is a need for guidelines to assist contrib-
utors in creating and using labels effectively within repositories.
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