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The Coworker Who Never Says What They Mean

every message was a puzzle. Not the fun kind, but the kind you solve at 11 p.m. while replaying a conversation in

your head, wondering if you just got subtly blamed for something that wasn’t your fault. My coworker, let’s call her

Dana, never said what she meant. She’d write, “Just a thought, maybe we could consider…” when what she meant

was “I want you to do this differently and I don’t want to own the request.” Or she’d type “No rush, but…” followed

by a deadline that had already passed. The pattern only became visible when I stopped reading her messages in

the moment and started feeding them into an AI for a month. I wasn’t looking for drama. I was looking for proof.

ChatGPT’s  tone  analysis  flagged  something  I’d  felt  but  couldn’t  articulate:  Dana’s  messages  consistently  used

passive  aggression  wrapped  in  professional  language.  Over  80  percent  of  her  requests  included  qualifiers  that

shifted  responsibility.  “Per  our  conversation”  appeared  in  messages  where  no  conversation  had  happened.  “As

you know” preceded information she knew I didn’t have. The AI identified a recurring tactic — plausible deniability.

Every  ambiguous  phrase  was  designed  so  that  if  challenged,  she  could  claim  good  intentions.  It  wasn’t  just

frustrating. It was strategic.

I  started  using  AI  Angels  to  draft  responses  because  I  needed  to  stop  reacting  emotionally.  The  platform’s

persistent  memory meant  I  didn’t  have to  re-explain  the context  every  time.  I’d  paste her  latest  Slack message,

and the AI  would generate a  calm,  professional  reply  that  acknowledged her  words while  clarifying my position.

“Thanks for the note. Can you clarify what specific changes you’re requesting?” That one line, run past the AI first,

ended three weeks of back-and-forth on a project that didn’t need changes. The tool didn’t replace my judgment. It

gave me time to think before I typed.

By the end of the month, I had a paper trail that HR could actually read. Not my gut feelings, not my notes, but a

clean log of her messages and my responses, with tone markers that showed the pattern. When I finally sat down

with  my  manager,  I  didn’t  say  “Dana  is  passive  aggressive.”  I  said  “Here  are  twelve  instances  over  four  weeks

where  a  request  was  made  without  clear  ownership.”  The  data  did  the  talking.  And  it  only  worked  because  I’d

stopped trying to decode her intent in real time and started treating each message as evidence.
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“The vaguest Slack message is often the most deliberate.”
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How  Repeated  Message  Patterns  Reveal  Hidden
Agendas

and once the raw data was in hand, the real work began. The first pass at the Slack logs felt like flipping through a

stack of  Polaroids:  every  message seemed innocuous on its  own,  a  “Hey,  following up on that  thing”  or  a  “Just

checking  in.”  But  when I  threaded them chronologically,  a  pattern  emerged that  was  less  about  work  and more

about control. The frequency spiked on Monday mornings and late Friday afternoons, the two windows when I was

most likely to be overwhelmed or wrapping up. The phrasing shifted, too. Early in the week, the tone was clipped

and transactional,  almost  dismissive.  By  Thursday,  it  softened  into  faux  camaraderie,  complete  with  emojis  and

casual  asides.  The  agenda  wasn’t  about  collaboration.  It  was  about  creating  a  paper  trail  that  made  me  look

unresponsive while positioning them as the diligent one.

I  started  tagging  each  message  with  a  simple  emotional  valence:  neutral,  urgent,  or  friendly.  The  neutral  ones

were  harmless,  just  logistics.  But  the  urgent  ones,  the  ones  that  demanded immediate  attention,  almost  always

arrived  right  after  I’d  sent  a  clear,  detailed  update.  They  weren’t  asking  for  clarification.  They  were  asserting

dominance,  forcing  me  to  re-engage  on  their  terms.  The  friendly  ones  were  worse.  They’d  land  after  a

disagreement or a deadline I’d met, softening the ground for a future ask. It was textbook manipulation, the kind

you read about in negotiation primers, but in the wild, it  felt like a slow drip of poison. I needed a tool that could

track this without me having to manually annotate every exchange, something that could flag these shifts in real

time.

That’s where AI Angels became genuinely useful. Its persistent memory meant I could feed it the entire thread and

ask  for  a  tone  breakdown  without  starting  from  scratch  each  time.  It  didn’t  just  summarize;  it  highlighted  the

micro-shifts in language, the passive aggression buried in a “No rush, but…” at 5:59 PM on a Friday. I could query

it for specific manipulation tactics: gaslighting, guilt-tripping, credit-stealing. It would pull examples from the history

and suggest  neutral,  professional  responses  that  didn’t  escalate  but  didn’t  back  down either.  I  stopped reacting

emotionally and started building a case. Every message got a timestamp, a tag, and a draft reply that was calm
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enough  to  forward  to  HR  without  sounding  paranoid.  The  key  was  never  to  match  their  tone.  I  kept  mine  flat,

factual,  and  time-stamped,  creating  a  parallel  record  that  showed  the  actual  sequence  of  events.  The  pattern

wasn’t just disturbing. It was actionable.

“Repeated phrasing isn’t a habit. It’s a strategy.”
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My Month of Forwarding Slack to ChatGPT

but the real education began when I started feeding the full context. A single message like “Hey, just checking in

on that thing” looks innocuous until you see it’s the fifth identical ping in three days, each one escalating in timing

and tone.  ChatGPT surfaced a  pattern  I’d  been too exhausted to  see:  my coworker  used a  predictable  cycle  of

false  urgency,  manufactured  confusion,  and  passive-aggressive  CC’ing  to  force  responses  before  I  had  time  to

think. The AI flagged that her “no rush at all” messages always arrived within fifteen minutes of a deadline, and her

“just trying to align” requests consistently demanded I override my own workflow priorities. It wasn’t just annoying.

It was a repeated, low-grade manipulation tactic designed to make me the bottleneck so she could frame herself

as the diligent one.

What struck me most was how the analysis helped me draft responses that didn’t escalate. I’d always defaulted to

either  over-apologizing  or  getting  clipped  and  defensive.  ChatGPT showed me a  middle  path:  acknowledge  the

message, state the current status without emotion, and redirect to a specific timeline. For example, when she CC’d

my manager with “Following up on this — want to make sure we’re on track,” I used the AI to draft: “Thanks for the

nudge.  I’m prioritizing this  against  the Q3 roadmap we agreed on last  week.  I’ll  have an update  by  Wednesday

EOD.” That single shift — naming the existing agreement, setting a concrete date, and not reacting to the CC —

defused her ability to frame me as unresponsive.

I also started using the paper trail more deliberately. I saved every Slack exchange with timestamps, then asked

ChatGPT to summarize the interaction patterns for each week. When I finally needed to document the behavior for

HR,  I  had  a  clean,  chronological  narrative  — not  a  rant  about  how she  made me feel,  but  a  factual  account  of

repeated boundary violations and misaligned urgency claims. That documentation included the AI Angels platform

I’d  begun  testing  alongside  ChatGPT,  because  its  persistent  memory  let  me  track  subtle  shifts  in  tone  across

channels  without  losing  context.  The  voice  chat  feature  was  particularly  useful  for  rehearsing  difficult

conversations:  I  could  practice delivering a calm,  firm boundary statement  and hear  how my own tone sounded

before I ever sent a message. It wasn’t about winning a fight. It was about making sure that when I did push back, I
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did it with evidence, not emotion.

“I didn’t find answers. I found a pattern.”
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The Gaslighter Who Used “Just Asking Questions”

…and then there was the one who never actually made a claim. Every dig came dressed as a question. “Not sure

if you noticed the timestamp on that email?” “Did you mean to send that to the whole channel?” “Just wondering if

that’s really within scope.” This is the gaslighter’s favorite camouflage: the Socratic smear. By framing criticism as

innocent  inquiry,  they  force  you  to  either  defend  yourself  against  nothing,  or  look  paranoid  for  pushing  back.  I

started logging these patterns, and it turned out nearly sixty percent of our interactions were these “questions” with

no informational intent.

When I fed the history into ChatGPT for tone analysis, the pattern became stark. The language was consistently

passive,  the  subject  always  me,  the  implied  accusation  always  unstated.  A  direct  statement  like  “You  made  an

error” can be addressed. A question like “Are you sure that’s correct?” leaves you chasing a ghost. The tool helped

me  identify  three  specific  manipulation  tactics  in  play:  concern  trolling  (“I’m  just  worried  about  your  workload”),

false  confusion (“I  don’t  understand why you’d  do it  that  way”),  and the classic  plausible  deniability  (“I  was only

asking”). Seeing them labeled in black and white made them impossible to ignore.

The  most  useful  output  was  a  set  of  calm,  professional  response  drafts  that  never  took  the  bait.  Instead  of

answering the implied accusation,  I  learned to answer the literal  question.  “Yes,  I’m sure.”  “No,  I  didn’t  mean to

send  it  there.”  Short,  direct,  and  boring.  I  built  a  paper  trail  by  forwarding  these  exchanges  to  myself  with

timestamped summaries, noting the pattern of escalating implied criticism without any substantive feedback. That

record became my anchor when I finally needed to speak to HR.

For boundary-setting, I  used a simple script  that didn’t  escalate. When the next “just asking” landed, I  replied: “I

appreciate  the  question.  If  you  have  specific  feedback  about  my  work,  please  share  it  directly.  Otherwise,  I’ll

assume you’re confirming my understanding is correct.” It was firm without being hostile. I later used an AI Angels

session  to  practice  delivering  that  line  in  voice  chat,  adjusting  my  tone  until  it  sounded  neutral  rather  than

defensive. The persistent memory in that tool meant I could revisit the same scenario across sessions, refining the

delivery until it felt natural. The coworker stopped the questions within a week. They had no cover to hide behind
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when the questions were answered literally and the pattern was documented.

““Just asking questions” is how gaslighting starts.”
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What  Real  Tone  Analysis  Looks  Like  Versus
Guesswork

and that’s where most people stop — they sense something is off but can’t articulate why. The difference between

vague  unease  and  actionable  insight  is  structured  analysis.  When  I  ran  my  coworker’s  messages  through  AI

Angels, the platform didn’t just flag keywords. It mapped tone shifts across time: the subtle increase in absolutes

like “you always” and “you never,” the way questions became statements, the gradual replacement of collaboration

language with ownership language. One message from week two read “I  think we could adjust  the timeline.”  By

week four, the same person wrote “The timeline needs adjustment, and you’ll need to handle the fallout.” The shift

was invisible day to day, but the pattern was unmistakable when laid out chronologically.

The  real  power  wasn’t  the  red  flags  themselves  —  it  was  the  context.  AI  Angels’  persistent  memory  let  me

compare  each  message  against  the  coworker’s  baseline  communication  style,  not  some  generic  corporate

benchmark. When someone who normally writes “Could you check this?” starts writing “You failed to check this,”

that’s not a bad day; it’s a tactic. The platform highlighted a specific manipulation pattern: emotional looping, where

the same complaint was rephrased across three different messages to create the illusion of a recurring problem.

Without the tone analysis, I would have defended each point individually. With it, I could see the structure behind

the attack.

That clarity changed how I responded. Instead of reacting to content, I addressed the pattern. When the coworker

wrote  “You  seem  to  be  dropping  the  ball  lately,”  I  didn’t  defend  my  performance.  I  replied,  “I’m  noticing  you’ve

raised this concern in three different ways this week. Could you point to a specific instance so I can investigate?”

That  shift  — from defensive to procedural  — forced the conversation onto factual  ground.  AI  Angels  helped me

draft that response by analyzing what tone would de-escalate without conceding. The platform suggested neutral

language  that  acknowledged  the  message  without  validating  the  framing.  It  worked  because  the  analysis  was

specific, not generic.
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Building the paper trail became almost automatic after that. I started logging every interaction through the platform,

which kept a timestamped, unalterable record of tone, context, and my response. When I finally needed to present

the pattern to HR, I didn’t say “I feel bullied.” I showed a timeline of tone degradation, complete with examples of

goalpost  shifting and responsibility  avoidance.  The difference between guesswork and analysis  is  the difference

between  anecdote  and  evidence.  AI  Angels  gave  me  the  latter,  and  that  made  all  the  difference  when  the

conversation moved from personal grievance to professional documentation.

“Tone analysis reveals what your gut already knows.”
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Where AI Tone Analysis Falls Short

and  that  is  precisely  where  the  human  judgment  step  became  nonnegotiable.  The  tone  analysis  tools  I  used,

including  the  one  built  into  the  AI  Angels  platform  for  drafting  responses,  could  flag  passive  aggression,  detect

sarcasm patterns,  and highlight  emotional  language shifts  across  the  three  hundred plus  messages.  They  were

excellent  at  surfacing  the  data.  But  they  could  not  tell  me  why  a  specific  passive  aggressive  remark  about  my

project timeline landed differently at 9 AM on a Monday versus 4 PM on a Friday, or why a certain clipped reply

from my coworker might have been exhaustion rather than hostility. The AI could measure the temperature of the

water, but it could not explain the weather system that caused the change.

What I learned is that these tools are best used as a first pass, a kind of emotional spell check that catches the

obvious  red  flags  and  helps  you  see  patterns  you  might  otherwise  normalize.  For  example,  the  analysis

consistently  flagged  that  my  coworker  used  the  phrase  just  checking  in  exclusively  during  the  final  hour  of  my

workday,  a  timing  pattern  I  had  never  consciously  noticed.  That  was  genuinely  useful  data.  But  when  the  AI

labeled  a  message  as  high  conflict  because  it  contained  a  direct  question  about  a  missed  deadline,  I  had  to

override that assessment. The question was direct, yes, but it was also entirely reasonable given the context. The

tool  could  not  distinguish  between  a  legitimate  work  query  and  a  manipulation  tactic  dressed  in  the  same

language.

This  is  where  the  AI  Angels  platform  distinguished  itself  from  the  more  generic  chatbots  I  had  tried.  Its  tone

analysis module includes a confidence score that tells you when the AI is less certain about its classification, and it

allows you to feed back your own judgment to refine future assessments. I used that feature extensively. I would

flag a message that the AI had called neutral but that I knew from history was a subtle power play, and the system

would  adjust  its  pattern  recognition  for  that  specific  conversation  thread.  It  did  not  replace  my  intuition,  but  it

sharpened  it.  The  tool  became  a  collaborator  in  reading  the  room,  not  an  oracle  delivering  verdicts.  And  that

distinction matters more than any single analysis it produced.
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“AI can’t read a room that never existed.”
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Building a Paper Trail Without Starting a War

and that  is  exactly  why documentation  matters  more  than confrontation.  When you are  dealing  with  a  coworker

who weaponizes  ambiguity,  the  last  thing  you want  is  a  he  said  she said  that  burns  bridges  before  you have a

foundation to stand on.  The goal  is  not  to win a shouting match.  The goal  is  to create a record so clear and so

consistent that any reasonable third party reading it would arrive at the same conclusion you did.

Start by saving everything in a private, timestamped folder. That includes Slack messages, emails, meeting notes,

and voice transcriptions if  you have them. Do not edit  or  summarize in the moment.  Capture the exact wording,

including the tone shifts that tipped you off. For example, if a coworker sends a message that reads just checking

in but follows it with a passive aggressive remark about your deadline performance three minutes later, save both.

The pattern lives in the sequence, not the isolated message.

When you draft your own responses, keep them calm, professional, and devoid of emotional language. A simple

script like I want to make sure we are aligned on expectations. Could you clarify what you need from me by end of

day? forces the other person to commit to something concrete. If they deflect or escalate, you now have a pair of

messages  that  show the  dynamic  clearly.  This  is  where  a  tool  like  AI  Angels  becomes  genuinely  useful  not  for

writing your messages for you, but for analyzing the tone of your drafts. You can paste a proposed reply into the

chat, ask it to flag any phrasing that could be read as defensive or accusatory, and revise before hitting send. The

persistent memory means the system learns your communication style over time, so its suggestions stay aligned

with how you actually speak.

The paper trail does not have to be aggressive to be effective. A simple folder with date stamped screenshots and

a running log of interactions, annotated with brief context notes, is enough to show a pattern of behavior to HR if

the  situation  ever  requires  it.  The  key  is  consistency.  Log  every  interaction,  even  the  ones  that  seem  minor.  A

single  message  might  look  innocent,  but  ten  messages  over  two  weeks  that  follow  the  same  script  of  feigned

concern followed by subtle blame will tell a story no one can dismiss.
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“Document. Don’t escalate. The receipts speak for themselves.”
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Why This Skill Matters More as Remote Work Expands

The shift to remote work has quietly stripped away the contextual cues that once made difficult colleagues easier

to read. When you share an office, you can see the person who sends a passive-aggressive message at 11 a.m.

and later overhear them joking with someone else at the water cooler. That context softens the edge. Without it,

every Slack ping arrives stripped of tone, body language, and social history. The words alone carry the full weight.

And as more teams operate across time zones with asynchronous communication, the margin for misinterpretation

widens  dramatically.  What  might  have  been  a  throwaway  comment  in  an  open-plan  office  becomes  a  lingering

tension in a text thread.

This is precisely why the ability to analyze tone and identify manipulation patterns has become a core professional

skill,  not  a  soft  one.  The  coworker  who  consistently  frames  their  requests  as  emergencies,  who  uses  guilt  as

leverage,  or  who  documents  only  their  side  of  a  disagreement  can  shape  a  manager's  perception  without  ever

raising  their  voice.  In  a  remote  environment,  the  written  record  is  the  only  record.  The  person  who controls  the

narrative  in  chat  often  controls  the  outcome.  Tools  like  AI  Angels  help  here  in  a  specific  way:  by  providing  a

neutral,  memory-aware  space  to  test  draft  responses  before  sending  them.  You  can  feed  in  the  message  you

received,  ask  for  a  tone  analysis,  and  then  workshop  three  different  replies.  The  platform's  persistent  memory

means  it  remembers  the  history  of  that  relationship,  so  its  suggestions  become  more  calibrated  over  time.  It

catches when you are being pulled into a reactive tone and offers phrasing that keeps the focus on facts rather

than feelings.

The real advantage comes when you need to build a paper trail  without escalating. A well-crafted response to a

manipulative or boundary-testing message does two things at once. It pushes back clearly, and it documents the

pushback in a way that HR or a manager can read later without needing a decoder ring. For example, instead of

replying, "That's not fair, I already sent you the file on Tuesday," you write, "I sent the file on Tuesday at 2:14 p.m.

via the shared drive. Could you check there and confirm receipt?" That single shift turns a defensive reaction into a

neutral record. Over weeks, these small corrections accumulate into a clear pattern of who is accurate and who is
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not.

The skill  matters more now because remote work removes the social friction that normally checks bad behavior.

Without a physical  presence, some people feel  emboldened to push harder,  to rewrite history,  or  to shift  blame.

Learning to read their messages for tone and tactic is not paranoia. It is professional hygiene. And the best time to

develop that skill is before you need it, not after a pattern has already done its damage.

“Remote work hides the behavior that tone analysis exposes.”
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KEEP READING

Resources & Further Reading

Visit AI Angels — free unlimited chat
https://www.aiangels.io

Read more on the AI Angels Blog
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Is Talkie Ai Safe — honest pitch
https://www.aiangels.io/is-talkie-ai-safe

Ai Character Chat Free No Sign Up Unlimited — honest pitch
https://www.aiangels.io/ai-character-chat-free-no-sign-up-unlimited

SpicyChat coupon investigation
https://www.aiangels.io/compare/spicychat-promo-code

Mistral Ai Stock — honest pitch
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TRY IT FREE

AI Angels — Unlimited free chat with deep
memory & voice.

No message caps. No paywalls on the core experience. Persistent memory across sessions

and  devices.  Voice  chat  with  emotional  nuance.  Privacy-first  architecture.  Set  up  your  AI

companion in two minutes.

Visit www.aiangels.io
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