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Coraline Ada Ehmke: “Who Are You” 
Season 1: Episode 4  
 

Speaker 1: Welcome to Stayin' Alive in Technology, a series of conversations with 
Silicon Valley veterans, touching on war stories from the past and 
practical advice for today. Now, here's your host, Melinda Byerley, 
founding partner of Timeshare CMO. 

Melinda Byerley: I'm going to start this episode out, as you are becoming accustomed 
to my doing, with a little story about the guest and why I invited them 
on the show. With the news about Cambridge Analytica and Facebook, 
and that's especially in regards to the Brexit vote and the presidential 
elections in the UK and the United States, we're now having a fierce 
debate in the technology community about privacy on the Internet. 
Privacy is tied to a technology term called Identity, which is both a 
term of art, which can be used to describe something like a user 
name, but it's also a concept in technology, who we are on the 
Internet. 

Melinda Byerley: I invited Coraline Ada Ehmke on the show for several reasons. First, 
she's a skilled developer, and this podcast is all about talking to 
people who know how to code so we can hear from people who are 
involved in the making of the tools we use every day. Secondly, she's 
someone who is a lot like me, as we discovered in the podcast, and 
which you'll get to hear. She started using the Internet in its earliest 
days, so she grew up in a world where her online identity could be 
anything she wanted. 

Melinda Byerley: Then, like me and like many of us of a certain age, Coraline has 
watched as identity on the Internet has trended towards real names, 
particularly through Facebook and then back again into this bot and 
troll world. Her experience of that is not only professional, because 
she's a developer who can speak to the technology behind identity, 
but it's also very personal. That yields some insights that I think 
everybody working in tech today should consider when thinking about 
what to do about identity on the Internet. With that, I'll let Coraline tell 
you her story in her own words. 
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Melinda Byerley: Welcome back to another episode of Stayin' Alive in Tech. Today, I'm 
welcoming Coraline Ada Ehmke. She is a well-known speaker, a writer, 
an open source advocate and a technologist with over 20 years of 
experience in developing apps for the web. She has been focused on 
software development with Ruby on Rails since 2008, and she is best 
known as the creator of the Contributor Covenant, the world's most 
popular open source code of conduct in the world, with over 35,000 
adoptions including JRuby, Swift, F#, GitLab, and Rails. If you don't 
know what any of those mean, that's okay because we're not going to 
be diving into the details, but if you're in tech, you'll know exactly what 
that means. 

Melinda Byerley: In addition, I want to point out that Coraline has held really high-level 
leadership positions within the Ruby community, including being on 
the board of Ruby Together and RailsBridge, which are organizations 
that help people learn to code. She is also the co-author of an 
upcoming book with Naomi Freeman called The Compassionate 
Coder, which is a guide to practicing empathy as a software developer 
and it's slated for release, as I said, in late 2018. I was also excited to 
discover she is a podcasting expert, so I'm a little nervous but she's 
promised to be nice to me. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: She has a podcast called Greater Than Code, and it's about the human 
side of software development. I know already, a bunch of you are 
pausing this to run over and check that out, because it's something 
that we definitely need to be having a conversation about. Coraline, 
thank you and welcome to the podcast. 

Coraline Ehmke: Thanks. I'm so happy to be here. 

Melinda Byerley: Where are you calling in from today? 

Coraline Ehmke: I'm in Chicago. I've been here for about 20 years. 

Melinda Byerley: My kind of town, truly. I grew up not far outside there. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah. I actually grew up in the swamps of rural Virginia, as you can tell 
from my deep southern accent. 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2018/5/s1-e4-coraline-ada-ehmke-identity-online pg. 3 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

Melinda Byerley: That's fantastic. You moved to Chicago from Virginia? 

Coraline Ehmke: There was some in-between places, but yeah, basically. 

Melinda Byerley: I love to ask my guests, because the memory is so vivid for me, 
Coraline, do you remember the first time you touched a computer? 

Coraline Ehmke: Wow. Well, my first exposure to computers was kind of interesting. My 
dad was an engineer and he worked in a factory taking care of their 
instrumentation. They had a mainframe computer there, and in his 
free time he would play a game on the mainframe called Adventure. 
This was in the '70s, and the computer didn't have a display. All of its 
output went to green, tractor feed paper. He would bring home these 
reams of paper from his Adventure game for me to ... He'd bring them 
home, and I would just pour over them and read them and I was 
fascinated by them. 

Coraline Ehmke: One day, he came home from work, I think it was in the summertime, 
and I had taken over the entire living room. I basically took note cards 
and yarn and tape, and made my own Adventure game. Every branch 
in Logic, every action you take in a new setting, resulted in a piece of 
yarn attached to another note card with a description of what 
happened. There was just this network of note cards all over the living 
room. At that point, when he came home and saw that he was like, 
"Coraline, we're getting a computer." 

Melinda Byerley: How old were you? Do you remember? 

Coraline Ehmke: I was seven or eight. 

Melinda Byerley: Seven or eight. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: Am I insulting you by asking what year this was? 

Coraline Ehmke: I'm 46, so yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: About the same age as I am, so somewhere in the '80s, it sounds like. 
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Coraline Ehmke: Yeah, late '70s, early '80s. Our first computer was TRS-80. I used to 
really look forward to getting the magazine set. They had source code 
listings in them, so I could type in my own games, but I got bored with 
those pretty quickly, and started writing my own games. I thought, at 
that age, that I was going to be a game developer, that's what I 
wanted to do for my job. We always had computers in the home from 
that point on, and I taught myself assembly language and because I 
wanted to do high-res graphics, and that was the only way to do it 
back then. 

Coraline Ehmke: Had a great computer science teacher in high school who saw my 
potential and said, "I'm making a curriculum for you." I helped him 
teach the class, and he gave me a separate set of assignments that 
were more in line with the level that I was operating at. Then I went to 
college. I took my first computer science class. We had a semester-
long project to write software for an ATM, and I was so bored. I was 
like ... I felt like my whole life had been building up to this, right? I had 
my career path plotted out in front of me and everything, and then I 
hit this class and I'm like, "Oh my god. If this is what software 
development is like, I can't do this. I'm going to be bored out of my 
mind." 

Coraline Ehmke: I ended up dropping out of school, but I kept hacking on things that 
were interesting to me. I was involved in the BBS scene in the late 
'80s, early '90s. One day, there's this newspaper, I don't remember 
what it was called. I was living in Austin, Texas, at the time, and there's 
this newspaper that would come out like once a month with phone 
numbers for various BBS's, and there was like a directory of BBS's. 
There was an ad on the back of the paper one day that was like, "Get 
on the Internet with BGA.com." I was like, "Internet, what is this 
thing?" I had my Atari Stacy mini computer- 

Melinda Byerley: Wow. 

Coraline Ehmke: ... It had a modem hooked up to it that I used for BBS'ing, and I dialed 
into this Internet provider. That was 1993. I built my first website 
before there were graphical browsers. 

Melinda Byerley: Wow. 
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Coraline Ehmke: Built it for links. I was really heavily involved. Then I was working in 
marketing, actually, at a tech company in Austin, and I knew all the 
geeks. I knew all the programmers and everything like that, because 
we had a lot in common. We'd talk about, we'd talk shop. One day, 
one of them came up to me and said, "Hey, the company's putting 
together a web team. We're going to put the company online." I was 
like, "Yeah, that's really great. That's a good idea." He said, "What do 
you think that's going to do for your career?" That's how I got my start. 
I ended up doing the job that I thought would be too boring for me. 

Melinda Byerley: It's amazing. I, like you, when I was in college, I took my first computer 
class. I like to remind young people that we didn't have compilers 
then, and we didn't have GitHub, and we didn't have the Internet, and 
so I was derailed as a software developer because of a misplaced 
semicolon. 

Coraline Ehmke: Wow. 

Melinda Byerley: It was, I took it, it was ... I found later, of course, I have ADHD, so these 
types of details were really hard for me to sort of keep in my head, 
but I was always enamored with them. There's one lesson I love to 
pull out of that, which is how important the right teacher is. Because 
you dropped out of school because you couldn't see how it applied. It 
was like, "This isn't really what I thought it was." 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: Maybe, do you think that led to some of your passion for helping 
people engage in coding? 

Coraline Ehmke: Oh, definitely. I definitely have a soft spot for people who are not CS 
grads. I have a soft spot for people who are self-taught or who are 
switching careers, who want to make a significant change in their life 
and take advantage of all the privileges that we have as software 
developers. We get to work from home, we get exorbitant salaries, we 
get to travel. There's so much that we have freedom to do because of 
where we are in our society right now. I think it's great for anyone 
with some interest to get involved. We make those barriers to entry 
pretty high for a lot of people, so a lot of the work that I do is aimed at 
making it more accessible to otherwise marginalized people. 
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Melinda Byerley: That's a good transition, because when we talked about doing this 
episode, we talked about identity on the Internet. You mentioned in 
1993, when you got onto the Internet that ... To give the audience 
some perspective, if you weren't around in those times, on the 
Internet, you were pretty much anonymous. It's possible that through 
your phone number, the BBS or some other service could tell who you 
were, but to your other users online, unless you revealed information 
about yourself, you were ... I remember being pretty much 
anonymous. Was that also true for you? 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah, definitely. It was like whatever corner of the Internet or BBS that 
you were in, you cultivated an identity there. For some people, that 
just meant revealing or not revealing certain facets of their 
personalities or really focusing intently on one interest area and sort 
of neglecting other areas of their life. 

Coraline Ehmke: For me, it was a lot more personal. I'm transgender. I transitioned in 
2013, but I had gender identity issues my entire life. I remember in the 
early days on the BBS's, in the early days of the Internet, I was not out 
as transgender. I was struggling with gender identity very much 
internally, but what, the freedom that I was given in sort of crafting an 
identity for every space that I was in, meant that I had the freedom to 
experiment with my own identity and try on different identities and 
see how it felt. 

Coraline Ehmke: My BBS handle was always Unlucky Girl. I wasn't being deceptive. I 
was exploring this aspect of myself that didn't have any other avenue 
for expressing itself. It was really valuable to me to kind of get a hint 
of like how I might be treated differently, and how I might relate to 
people differently, and how that related back to who I am and who I 
was maybe ready or not ready to be at that point in time. 

Melinda Byerley: Are there any ... Not to, we don't have to go too far down into the 
weeds, but I think it'd be interesting to hear some of the things you 
learned about interacting online as a woman, not interacting online as 
a woman, if you feel comfortable sharing that. Because I think there's 
a lot for people to learn from people who have lived in both worlds. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah, I definitely have some perspective on that. I don't remember a 
lot of those early days. There was a lot of fear and a lot of anxiety, but 
I can tell you that when I did transition finally in my 40s, I was not 
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terribly well-known when I was living male and as a programmer. I 
was accomplished in my career, but I didn't have any degree of like 
Internet notoriety or anything like that. I was universally, almost 
without exception, accepted as someone who knew what they were 
talking about. 

Coraline Ehmke: I didn't find myself challenged. I didn't find myself having to defend 
my opinions on technical matters or other matters. All of that 
changed when I transitioned. Suddenly, well, for one thing, I did 
become Internet famous, I guess, so there's an aspect of that. Being a 
woman with an opinion on the Internet is very different from being a 
man on the Internet with an opinion. I am subject to ridicule, I'm 
subject to harassment, I'm subject to doxing and impersonation and 
my technical credentials are constantly being questioned. 

Coraline Ehmke: That's not just by bad actors. Bad actors, of course, are going to be 
terrible. It's full of trolls and there are awful, awful people out there, 
but even by people who are my peers. I don't have the same voice, I 
don't speak with the same authority that I used to, and all of that is 
because I have revealed my identity as a woman, online. 

Melinda Byerley: When you talk about those experiences, were you always presenting 
as a woman, online? Did you have a different experience when you 
were presenting as a man, online? Then, so yeah. I'm trying to narrow 
down to figure out whether this is, we're talking about like your real 
world experiences and meet space experiences, as some of us virtual 
reality people call it, or if that was a difference experience online? 

Coraline Ehmke: It's different in both spheres, really. In meet space, I've learned how to 
interact socially with people in a different way, and comport myself in 
a way that was consistent with my internal identity. In a virtual space, 
there was some degree of that as well. The way that women and men 
communicate is very different. I liken it to an HTTP request, actually. If 
a man is talking to a man, then there's some content that's being 
returned by man A that man B is reading, and there's this negotiation 
of HTTP headers that's basically, "Give me this information." "Okay, 
here's that information." 

Coraline Ehmke: When women communicate, there are additional HTTP headers that 
say, "This is the context of what I'm saying, and this is the kind of 
response that is acceptable." Women, when they communicate with 
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each other, we know the difference between, "I'm venting" and "I'm 
asking for advice." The difference between, "I want to be heard" and "I 
want you to help me." We pick up on the subtleties, we read those 
headers, and we respond accordingly. When women communicate 
with men, men often don't pick up on those headers, they don't often 
pick up on the signals, and they're quick to solve a problem. They're 
not as quick, typically, to listen or just like let you know that you're 
being heard. 

Melinda Byerley: You find that's the same online as it is in meet space? 

Coraline Ehmke: Definitely the same. Online communication is a little harder, and it's 
harder to be nuanced, but there's still some gender roles associated 
with intercommunication between people of different genders. 

Melinda Byerley: To your point, my experience was similar in that I chose a gender 
neutral name, because I intuitively sensed that kind of ... In those 
days, it wasn't so much harassment as it was just being bothered. Like 
going to a bar and having 20 guys standing around you. Like, "I don't 
have time for this. I want to talk about whatever the subject is." It's 
like the way a woman might wear a wedding ring to a bar so that 
people will leave her alone. This is kind of to our conversation about 
identity. Like I chose a neutral identity to find safety. I didn't feel 
comfortable being a man, I didn't believe I was a man, and so I chose 
something neutral, but we both experienced the same thing, which is 
fascinating. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah. There was actually a study that was conducted a couple of years 
ago looking at poll requests and their acceptance rate on GitHub. 
They found, over the course of the study, that poll requests by women 
tended to be of higher quality, but they were accepted at a diminished 
rate if the identity of the person making the poll request was 
identifiably female. A male or a gender neutral handle on GitHub 
would make a poll request more likely to be accepted than a poll 
request from someone with an identifiably female avatar or name. 

Melinda Byerley: That's super fascinating. I'm going to ask you for a link to that and 
we'll put it in the show notes. 

Coraline Ehmke: Sure. 
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Melinda Byerley: Because our community will insist on reading the data, so let's put it 
up there. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: I believe it. It certainly stands to reason, with what we hear. You and I, 
we were talking, and I think it's really fascinating. We had this world 
back in the '90s, in the first days of the Internet we were all 
anonymous. We picked handles, and sometimes we picked different 
handles for different services. You had one handle on AOL and one on 
your BBS, and maybe there was dating site BBS or ... You picked 
different identities that you used to interact, at least I did. 

Melinda Byerley: I had my regular sort of one that everybody knew me under. Then I 
had a dating one that was obviously more female, that was more, 
gave me more latitude to explore different options in my life at that 
point. Things where I was not ready to share with people I knew in 
real world. That was, I guess, to help young people understand, that's 
what the world of the Internet was like back in the '90s. You were a 
different person, depending on where you went. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah. That was really helpful for people who are marginalized. People 
who are marginalized because of their gender identity, because of 
their sexual orientation, because of their race or ethnicity, because of 
their religion, because of a disability. You could choose- 

Melinda Byerley: Location even. 

Coraline Ehmke: Location. You could choose what you presented to people, and 
sidestep some of the bias that would come about in a meet space 
interaction by withholding or emphasizing different aspects of who 
you were, contextually, within that space. That can be very freeing for 
people in the situations I just noted, but anonymity, of course, has a 
dark side as well. There's something called the online dis-inhibition 
effect. What that basically means is people who have the ability to 
hide under an anonymous pseudonym, misbehave more frequently 
than people do when an identity is attached. 

Melinda Byerley: No consequences. 
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Coraline Ehmke: You see that ... There's no consequences. Also, there's this 
gamification factor where if you're developing a reputation under a 
pseudonym, you're actually encouraged to act in an extreme manner. 
You're gaming the reputation system, so if you're in a Fortune or in a 
community forum or something like that, being the most horrible 
person you can possibly be, improves your reputation within that 
community. That, combined with anonymity, means that you're acting 
free of consequences, and you're being encouraged to do really, really 
horrible things. 

Melinda Byerley: Do you think that there's a ... I might be getting ahead of us, but I was 
thinking about when you talked about people gamifying those 
consequences, and I was thinking about how on Twitter, people take 
positions, even with their real names, forgetting about trolls for a 
second. Like even people under real names take positions because 
they know they will be popular. I've wondered for a while how much 
that happens. How much people ... I don't want to say that people 
don't believe what they say, but because their name is known, there is 
pressure to behave in a certain way or risk shaming or being 
ostracized. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah. The same thing is happening today. The main difference, and I 
want to talk about this a little bit more, but I need to touch on it right 
now, is as opposed to early days of the Internet we were talking 
about, where you had different identities and different spaces, we're 
moving more and more toward a world of federated identities, where 
people have a consistent public persona that appears in multiple 
social media contexts, or in multiple online contexts. It is sometimes a 
sincere representation of who that person is, all collected under a 
recognizable name or avatar, and sometimes it's carefully curated. 

Coraline Ehmke: I know people do think about like their personal brand, which to me, 
sounds like capitalist bullshit, but you have your online reputation, or 
your online persona, or your online brand, or however you want to 
think about it. Some people do take pains to cultivate that. I had an 
experience recently. Being a public figure and being an activist in the 
online space, I attract a lot of unwanted attention, and I've been the 
subject of no fewer than three articles on the Breitbart “news site.” 

Coraline Ehmke: In one of them, they coined the term "notorious social justice 
warrior." Reading their criticisms of me, to me, was like an exercise in 
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resume building. I was like, "Yeah, I did that. Yeah, I did that. Yeah, 
and all that's great. What are you complaining about?" In my Twitter 
bio, for years, I had the term "notorious social justice warrior." Just 
this year, I thought about it and I was like, first of all, I'm a lot more 
complex as a person than that moniker sort of implies. That moniker 
was given to me by right wing extremists, and is that, do I want them 
to have that kind of like voice in my identity. 

Coraline Ehmke: I realized that a lot of what I was doing was playing into this identity 
that I sort of found myself in of the notorious social justice warrior. A 
lot of my tweets were reinforcing that idea of that as myself. I finally 
realized like it was not only a role that I was playing in my life, but it 
was also a role that I was taking on as part of a public persona, and 
that made me really uncomfortable. It was kind of a big deal for me, 
but I rewrote my Twitter bio. Now I talk about the things that I do, not 
the things that I am. 

Melinda Byerley: This is fascinating and it's to your point about federated identity. We 
can step back. How did we get there? You mentioned reputation. I 
never thought about it this way, but having worked at eBay in the 
early 2000s, before Google was really strong, before Google went 
public, that was really, in some cases a place where you could have a 
fake name, you didn't use your real name to sell things on eBay, but 
you had a reputation score. You held onto that and you guarded that 
because that enabled your ability to sell things to make money. 

Melinda Byerley: I wonder if that didn't contribute to this idea of reputation as a ... Do 
you think it was just the commercialization of the Internet, bringing e-
commerce in more, that created the rise of these federated identities? 
How do you think we got here? 

Coraline Ehmke: First I'm going to define the term, what I mean by "federated identity," 
is an identity that spans multiple contexts in an online space. Every 
time you use Twitter to authorize an app or to log into a different 
website, every time you use your Google login to access a different 
website or GitHub login, that's an example of using a federated 
identity, or the identity, the data around that identity spans multiple 
sources, and you are the same person in multiple online stages. 

Melinda Byerley: Just a quick clarification. Would you count in that the old practice of, "I 
have the same handle on multiple BBS's?" For example, some people 
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use the same handle on Instagram, that they use on Twitter, that they 
use on Facebook. They may be separate services, but they use the 
same handle. Is that still a federated identity? 

Coraline Ehmke: I don't think so. I think socially, it has the characteristics of a federated 
identity but technically, no, because there's no data being shared 
between those different contexts. That brings to me like why we have 
this. You mentioned the corporatization. That is a huge factor. 

Coraline Ehmke: There's pressure from the government, in-particular law enforcement, 
to encourage federated identities to prevent identity theft or 
impersonation and masking criminal activities behind anonymity. 
Really, the driving force in federated identity is corporations who want 
the benefit, the security benefits of federated identity, but perhaps 
more sinister and more lucrative, the data mining possibilities with a 
federated identity. 

Melinda Byerley: I can answer that as a marketer. It's the holy grail. I mean, putting on, I 
call it my evil marketing horns, I will freely admit that there are times 
when the evil horns come out, as a marketer. Every good digital 
marketer wants federated identity for a completely ... They are 
corporate and commercial reasons, which anybody can pass 
judgment on. Reasonable people can disagree about they're good or 
bad. I think we're here to talk about, like, "What are the downsides of 
that?" 

Melinda Byerley: I'm agreeing with you by saying, yeah. I'm a marketer and when I just 
have my evil marketing horns on, "I absolutely want to know that 
Coraline is Coraline on her mobile phone and on her desktop app so 
that I can target ..." Being a good marketer, "I don't want to send her 
advertising she doesn't like. I don't want to intrude on her life. I want 
my service that I promote to her to be useful." Clearly, we'll get into 
that, people are using that for bad, but I'm supporting you by saying, 
yep, that's what we do. You're right. 

Coraline Ehmke: We live in a capitalist society and there's this great tweet that went 
around about a month ago that was right around the time the 
Cambridge Analytica story was breaking again, it actually first broke in 
2015, but no one remembers that. 

Melinda Byerley: I agree. Yes, yes. It even...yes. 
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Coraline Ehmke: The tweet basically went something like, "If you can't define the 
product, it's because you are the product." 

Melinda Byerley: Right. It's like if you don't know who the sucker at the table is... 

Coraline Ehmke: Being encouraged to present a unified identity online, and there are 
lots of forces that are encouraging us to do that, whether it's law 
enforcement or marketing or our own desire to have a broader 
influence across more sort of online contexts, there are lots of 
reasons. Some of them are economic, some of them are political and 
some of them are social. 

Coraline Ehmke: For better or for worse, the days of having a distinct identity per 
context that you're in, and the freedom and responsibility that came 
with that, those days are fast coming to an end. We're losing 
something as a result of that. There are some gains, certainly, and I 
don't know in the end if it's going to be better or worse for people, but 
I think we need to be cognizant of the fact that this is something that 
we used to have that we are fast losing. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. I was thinking about when I worked at Second Life, which 
predates Facebook. It was, and everyone there is anonymous, truly 
anonymous. You pick an avatar name that has nothing to do with 
your real world name. You even pick your clothing, your identity, your 
house that you live in, everything is carefully, is chosen and presented 
by you. It's no surprise that in that world, there are a great number of 
marginalized communities. People who felt like they didn't belong 
anywhere else had a place to explore those identities. At one point ... 

Melinda Byerley: Please, I hope I won't get in trouble, because I don't have the data 
exactly right, but that somewhere along 40% of men who had been in 
Second Life had at one point, tried to present as female, had tried to 
explore that world and try to understand what the other side might 
be going through, which was really a fascinating insight. Along with 
that, there were veterans' groups, because a lot of the vets felt 
uncomfortable talking about their feelings and emotions with their 
family or the people around them, but they could talk to other vets in 
an anonymous way that made feel more comfortable and safe. 

Melinda Byerley: Then, we are not even getting into political dissidents, right? We're not 
even touching on like literal threats to safety from protesting one's 
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government. Yeah, I'm with you. It worries me a lot. I worked at eBay, 
and so I saw what could happen with fraud. In fact, our second 
episode is all about trust and safety, and the importance of 
understanding this. Then, I miss these spaces where we could just, we 
could ... Now what we have is something that's not obviously 
anonymous, so like it's just as curated, but it pretends to be real. Like I 
was thinking about Instagram. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: Like the woman who was arrested on the cruise ship, right? She's 
posting this whole life about like her life on a cruise ship. Turns out, 
she was smuggling drugs, and they arrested her. To pay for this 
lifestyle. Sorry. Go ahead. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah. There are interesting things that happen, sociologically, when 
you play with our identity online. Of course, there have been some 
academic studies on this, and because it comes from academia, of 
course, there's a neologism, which is cringe worthy. It's called Techno 
Self-studies, and basically there's an interdisciplinary group of people 
who are studying aspects of human identity in a technological setting, 
and how that changes relationships between humans and each other 
and humans and technology. 

Coraline Ehmke: One of the things that they found is something called the Proteus 
Effect. It's the study that the term comes from was specifically looking 
at avatars, and the way that people selected avatars, and how that 
could prime attitudes and thinking in virtual settings. This particular 
study, they had a control group of people with graphical avatars, 
wearing white cloaks, and an experimental group of people wearing 
black cloaks. They found that people who were wearing black cloaks 
tended to be more aggressive in their intentions and in their attitudes 
than people who were wearing the white cloaks. 

Coraline Ehmke: There was just like subliminal priming, that just the nature of the 
avatar influenced the way that people were interacting, based on 
which avatar group they were in. That can have like a negative affect, 
right? If you're crafting an online persona that is negative, it's going to 
reinforce those negative aspects of your personality. On the positive 
side, if you're crafting an online identity in which you're exploring or 
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you're highlighting things that you like about yourself or positive 
aspects of yourself, it has that same reinforcement effect as well. 

Melinda Byerley: The problem is we just don't know, in this day and age, which one 
people are doing. Are they exploring? Are they ... If my experience is 
anything like yours, most people aren't even aware of what they're 
doing. If they're crafting it on purpose or if they're presenting their 
best side, or what they're doing. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah. I think that's definitely true. There are people who have a 
legitimate need to be very careful about the way they craft it because 
of fear of discrimination or retribution. There are people who use that 
for nefarious purposes and unfortunately, any mechanism which is in 
place to encourage the former, also empowers the latter. 

Melinda Byerley: I'm glad you brought up priming, because it takes us into a very ... 
Because I think it's fascinating that we've gone from anonymity to this 
identity to like a real world identity. Then we saw the rise of the bots 
and trolls, and the rise of all these anonymous avatars. One of the 
ways that I picked up on this, not just because I'm a marketer, so I'm 
very aware, and I've been on the Internet for so many years that I 
have a pretty good idea of how Americans talk to each other. It was 
pretty obvious through the language, that these were not Americans. 

Melinda Byerley: What fascinated me, from a priming standpoint, was how often these 
bots would choose avatars that were one of the following groups: 
They would be black people, they would be grandmothers or middle 
age women with like crafting habits. They would be veterans, they 
would be school teachers or firefighters or the military or the police. 

Melinda Byerley: I think, I'm not an expert in this, but my sense is that the people that 
are generating these bots and trolls understand this priming, and they 
understand that our society is conditioned to respect veterans and to 
respect older people and to respect ... We're trying to respect black 
people's experiences, right? When somebody says something, we're 
less likely to argue with them, and so they're primed to have these 
roles of more respect. What do you ... I mean, am I off the rails here? 
What do you think? 

Coraline Ehmke: No. I think that's exactly right, and that is a tool of manipulation, when 
you use ... In a way like that. They're definitely ... In a situation where 
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you can't look at someone's physical appearance, you can't listen to 
the way they talk, you can't make any sort of inferences about who 
they are, if all that we have to go by is like an avatar, a display name, a 
handle and the content that is being produced, any of those variables, 
in and of itself, can be manipulated. 

Melinda Byerley: I'm speaking about Americans now. I would say, in general, Americans 
are very trusting. They believe what they hear, in spite of the cartoon 
on the Internet, "No one knows you're a dog." I mean, it took a long 
time for me to help people, and for me even to grasp it. To realize that 
when I saw this bio on Twitter of this incredibly sexy young woman, 
who was both a PhD in biochemistry at the University of Tennessee, 
and a rabid, Second Amendment, like gun-touting woman, I realized, 
this isn't real. The chances of that being the case are very, very slim. 
When I started doing reverse image searches and realized the image 
was stolen, I started thinking about that. 

Melinda Byerley: How many of the troll accounts are also beautiful young women, 
which attract men to follow them? It's something that we're very 
trusting as a country about, and hoping we're starting to become 
more skeptical. To your point, the danger of that is that we don't want 
to go to this world that everyone has only their name. It's sort of like 
standing naked on the public stage. The rise of Internet shaming goes 
directly with the fact that people are using their real names. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah, definitely. There are definitely dangers associated with that, and 
there's lots of legitimate reasons to stay anonymous. We see these 
reputation systems emerge. To try and answer the problem that 
you're describing, Google has its algorithms for determining if a 
source is believable or not, based on in part, how many other sites 
link to it. That's a dynamic that can be abused by SEO bombing. 

Melinda Byerley: We saw that in the 2016 election, through Disqus comments, through 
a bunch of other places, yeah. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah. On Twitter, I was reading something earlier in preparation for 
this call. It was talking about eBay's reputation system, and how if you 
got a bad reputation, you might be tempted to start a new account. 
The friction around starting a new account was very low, and so 
people came to distrust accounts that were too new. Because either it 
was someone who didn't have a reputation yet, or it might be 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2018/5/s1-e4-coraline-ada-ehmke-identity-online pg. 17 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

assumed that it was someone with a bad reputation trying to erase 
that history. 

Coraline Ehmke: We see that same sort of thing with Twitter. I'm less likely to respond 
to someone with 36 followers than I am to someone with 1,000 
followers, because the friction for creating a new Twitter account is so 
low. All you need is a Gmail address, right? I have no reason to trust 
someone with 36 followers. I have no reason to trust that what they're 
saying is sincere or accurate or that their opinion, to me, matters. Of 
course, you can buy Twitter followers. You can buy bots that will just 
automatically follow you, so even that attempt at a reputation system 
or the perception of a reputation associated with your follower 
account is prone to manipulation. 

Melinda Byerley: Looking at our time and everything, I'd love to hear a couple of things 
from you. One is, what should the social media services and the 
online services be doing differently? Both, in your experience, I think, 
as a trans woman, as part of a marginalized community, but also as a 
developer who understands how these services could be built, but 
also, I think, is there a way that they could improve it? How could 
other people better prepare themselves for this world, or get involved 
and understand where things are going and voice their concern about 
balancing these conflicting interests? 

Coraline Ehmke: I think the second question is very difficult to answer. I think people 
need to be informed about the ways that people interact online and 
understand that some people do need anonymity for legitimate 
reasons, and understand that anonymity comes at a price. Maybe 
step away from a knee jerk reaction to say, "Yes, of course, there 
should be real policy on everything." If you're a developer...I had so 
much trouble, after I transitioned, I legally changed my name, and I 
had so much trouble changing my name in online spaces. I went to 
Walgreens yesterday, and I have like a rewards card from Walgreens. 
The cashier said, "Thank you," dead name. I'm like, "That's not my 
name. Where did you see that?" They're like, "Oh, it's on your CVS ... 
It's on your Walgreens rewards card." I had changed my name on my 
Walgreens account, but it didn't filter down to every aspect of their 
system. 

Coraline Ehmke: Similarly, I had an Apple developer account under my old name, and 
after I changed my name, I changed the email address and I changed 
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the name on my account. Well, last year, when I started developing for 
Mac OS, through my work I applied for a developer certificate and 
when it was issued, sure enough, it was issued in my old name. PayPal 
makes it, with PayPal, you can sign up with any name you want, and 
there's no identity verification, but if you want to change the name on 
your PayPal account, they actually wanted me to fax them court 
orders, notarized court orders, proving that my name had changed, 
when the friction around creating a new account is zero. 

Coraline Ehmke: Developers need to understand that names and genders change. This 
is a fact of life, this is a fact of the time period in which we live. This is 
no longer an edge case. If you're using someone's first and last name 
as an indication of their identity, you're getting it wrong, and if you're 
limiting them to two genders, which are fixed permanently in history, 
you're doing it wrong. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. I mean, even, I think it's fascinating, because this is one of the 
problems with having mostly men coding. Men almost never change 
their names. Women change their names, trans people change their 
names, but men do not change their name, and so for them, it's fixed. 
"My name, as a man, is fixed. It never changes, and so why would I 
think anyone else's changes?" Right? Like this is why we want to have 
people of different backgrounds and different groups in both, not just 
like being invited. This is my little rant, right? 

Melinda Byerley: I think we probably share this opinion. It's not just about diversity for 
diversity's sake, but it's like, here's a technical problem that if you 
have women developing, in general, more women developing, more 
trans people developing, you avoid this problem at the pass. Because 
there's a woman or a trans person who goes, "Wait a minute. We're 
not going to use the name as the permanent, unchangeable 
identifier." No. We assign a random number, or a sequential number, 
like that's what we do. 

Melinda Byerley: It shocks me, even as a PayPal employee, a former PayPal employee, 
that you could sign up and then need a court order to change your 
name. I could understand like doing that at some point, but like the 
fact that you could call yourself Fred Flintstone, and then need a court 
order to prove that were really Coraline Ada Ehmke is just, that's 
ridiculous. I don't understand how people think about that. I think 
what you're saying is be conscious of the fact that the name changes 
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and there are legitimate reasons for needing alternate identities, if 
you will. 

Coraline Ehmke: Yeah, absolutely. That sums it all up nicely. 

Melinda Byerley: Anything else you think I should have asked you? That's the great 
podcast question. What do you want to cover that I didn't ask you? 

Coraline Ehmke: No, I think we had a great conversation. I think we arrived at a nice 
ending too. 

Melinda Byerley: Coraline, thank you so much for your time. I know it's dinnertime out 
there in Chicago, so thanks for joining us today. Keep us posted, and I 
would love to hear from you again soon. 

Coraline Ehmke: Absolutely. Thank you so much for the opportunity to talk to your 
listeners. I really appreciate it. 

Speaker 1: Thanks for listening to Stayin' Alive in Technology. We want your 
feedback and comments. Find us on the web at 
StayinAliveInTech.com, where you can talk to us, learn more about the 
show and our guests, and subscribe to the show. Follow us on Twitter 
@StayinPodcast. Until next time, keep Stayin' Alive. 

 

 


