
T H E  B A D  B O S S  P L A Y B O O K

THE
PASSIVE
AGGRESSIVE
S M O K E  A N D  M I R R O R S  A T  W O R K

The archetype guide to the boss who never says what they mean: the

vague instructions, the backhanded compliments, the meetings you

weren't invited to. How to spot the pattern, clear the smoke, and make

them say the quiet part out loud.
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K N O W  T H E  A R C H E T Y P E

WHAT YOU'RE ACTUALLY DEALING WITH
The bully uses power. The micromanager uses control. The passive-aggressive boss uses

indirectness: vague instructions, backhanded compliments, silent treatment, and

convenient forgetfulness, all deployed so they get what they want without ever having to

ask for it, and without ever having to own it.

The goal is plausible deniability. If it works out, it's their win. If it doesn't, it's your fault. They keep

you from being clear on purpose, and they use that fog as a power mechanism.

ONCE
Okay. Maybe they had a bad
day.

TWICE
Concerning. Maybe they need a
nap.

THREE TIMES
It's a pattern. Now you know
what you're dealing with.

T H E  O F F I C I A L  D E F I N I T I O N  ·  A M E R I C A N  P S Y C H I A T R I C  A S S O C I A T I O N

Passive-aggressive behavior is an indirect display of unconscious
aggressive motive through actions that seem harmless, accidental, or
neutral.

7 to 12%
Roughly how few people have genuine self-
awareness, per research covered in Harvard
Business Review. Everyone else may not fully see
how their behavior lands.

Harmless?
That's the disguise. Each incident looks accidental
or neutral on its own. The aggression only becomes
visible as a pattern.
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T H E  S M O K E  A N D  M I R R O R S  D E C O D E R

WHAT THEY SAY VS. WHAT THEY MEAN
Smoke and mirrors means clouding the situation so you can't see through to their intention. Here's

the fog, decoded.

T H E Y  S AY

"You'll figure it out. You're smart enough."

B E H I N D  T H E  S M O K E

A backhanded compliment that dodges giving
direction, so any failure lands on you, not them.

T H E Y  S AY

"Well, I never said that."

B E H I N D  T H E  S M O K E

Plausible deniability in action. They gave the
instruction, but owning it would mean owning the
outcome.

T H E Y  S AY

"Well, that's one way to do it."

B E H I N D  T H E  S M O K E

Criticism by implication. They disapprove but won't
say what they actually wanted, so you can never be
right.

T H E Y  S AY

"Some people just aren't ready for this kind of
visibility."

B E H I N D  T H E  S M O K E

A dig disguised as wisdom. It undermines you without
a single direct statement they can be held to.

T H E Y  S AY

"Oh, I thought you would be there. I don't know
why you weren't invited."

B E H I N D  T H E  S M O K E

Exclusion dressed up as an accident. Once is a
mistake. Three times is a strategy.

T H E Y  S AY

"You can definitely do it that way. But you do
understand what's gonna happen if you do."

B E H I N D  T H E  S M O K E

A threat wearing a helpful costume. Vague
consequences keep you fearful without them ever
making a real claim.

T H E Y  S AY

"I'm surprised someone with your experience
would make that choice."

B E H I N D  T H E  S M O K E

Sarcasm as a dagger. It's designed to get under your
skin while sounding like feedback.

T H E Y  S AY

"Well, I mean, I guess that was okay."

B E H I N D  T H E  S M O K E

Withheld praise. You might have saved the entire
country, but they will not give you your flowers. Praise
gives you power.
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R U N  T H E  D I A G N O S T I C

SPOT THE SIGNS
Check every behavior you've experienced with your current boss, then count your marks against

the key below.

1 CHECK
Once is okay. Keep watching.

2 CHECKS
Twice is concerning. Start

documenting.

3 OR MORE
That's a pattern. Time to drop

ANCHOR.

Instructions are vague, but you're held wholly accountable for the results

Expectations change after the work is done ("This isn't what I wanted at all")

You're left off meetings or emails, then it's framed as an accident

The silent treatment when they're upset with you

Backhanded compliments and criticism by implication

Feedback reaches you secondhand or thirdhand instead of directly

Other people hear about your problems before you do

They deny giving instructions you have in writing

Praise is withheld even when the work clearly lands

Policies apply to you but magically not to others (or vice versa)

Deliberate procrastination on things you need (approvals, sign-offs, leave requests)

Veiled threats ("You do understand what's gonna happen if you do")

Charming in public, cold behind closed doors (or the reverse)

Total surprise when called out ("Oh no, I would never do that")

MY COUNT:  _____  OF 14
This is a self-reflection tool, not a clinical assessment. Most bosses are not just one archetype. A micromanager or

a bully can use passive-aggressive tools too.
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W H Y  T H E Y  D O  I T

THE DRIVERS BEHIND THE BEHAVIOR
You can observe the behavior without knowing what motivates it, and that's part of what makes this

archetype harder than the bully or the micromanager. These are the most common engines

underneath.

CONFLICT AVOIDANCE They want their way without the confrontation. Wanting you to do what they want

without engaging you directly is the working definition of manipulation.

DESIRE FOR CONTROL By never asking directly, they keep the power. If you help, they never owe you

thanks, because they "never asked you in the first place."

FEAR OF
ACCOUNTABILITY

Vague direction is a liability shield. When it goes wrong, the story becomes "I

gave her very clear instructions and I don't think she's cut out for this."

INSECURITY They keep your work locked away while they collect the visibility and the

accolades. You end up feeling like flowers in the attic.

POOR COMMUNICATION
SKILLS

They can't set clear expectations, give direct feedback, make timely decisions, or

voice disappointment in a healthy way. So it leaks out sideways.

POLITICAL SELF-
PROTECTION

They guard their image and their outcomes. When failure happens, it will be

assigned to you, never claimed by them.

TOXIC CULTURE In some organizations, passive aggression is simply how business gets done. It

becomes a defense mechanism when open communication and trust aren't the

foundation.

"THEY WEAPONIZE AMBIGUITY. THEY KEEP YOU FROM BEING CLEAR, AND THEY USE
THAT AS A POWER MECHANISM TO GET WHAT THEY WANT."

N ATA L I E  R E N E E  PA R K E R  ·  S 4 E 4
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N A M E  T H E  D A M A G E

WHAT IT DOES TO YOU
The biggest impact of a passive-aggressive boss is that it makes you feel crazy. You know

which way is up. But the constant fog makes you question yourself instead of them.

It sounds like this in your head: Did I not hear them right? Am I being too sensitive? Maybe they're

just busy. Maybe this is normal. You start over-analyzing every choice: your tone, your wording,

your facial expressions, your response times. That hyper-vigilant state exhausts your nervous

system. You lose clarity on what success looks like, what to prioritize, and how much authority you

actually have. Eventually, you learn silence. And the purely passive-aggressive leader thrives on

exactly that.

Left unchecked, it costs more than your peace. It can tank your reputation, your access to projects,

and your promotions, because the fog around you starts to look like a performance problem to

everyone who can't see its source.

DOUBT
Did I hear them right?
Am I too sensitive?

OVER-ANALYSIS
Every word, tone, and
expression gets
rehearsed.

HYPERVIGILANCE
Always braced. Your
nervous system never
rests.

LEARNED SILENCE
You stop asking. And
they thrive on that.

"IT MAKES YOU FEEL BOTH ALONE AND CRAZY. AND THAT UNCERTAINTY JUST EATS
AWAY AT YOU."

N ATA L I E  R E N E E  PA R K E R  ·  S 4 E 4
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T H E  F R A M E W O R K

DROP ANCHOR ON THE FOG
The ANCHOR framework, applied to the passive-aggressive archetype.

A ASSESS
FACTS ONLY. OBSERVABLE EVENTS, NO INTERPRETATION.

Strip out the story and log what actually happened. Not "he tried to embarrass me," but "he

replied to my one-on-one email at 4:59 PM and copied six additional people."

Date, time, channel, exact words, who was present

Save the receipts: emails, chat messages, meeting notes

Count occurrences. You're establishing the pattern, not a feeling

N NEGOTIATE
MAP WHAT THE BOSS WANTS AGAINST WHAT YOU WANT.

The passive-aggressive boss usually wants control, deniability, and zero conflict. You want

clarity, credit for your work, and safety to do your job. Map where those collide.

Their unstated want: to never have to ask or own a decision

Your want: explicit direction and agreed success criteria

The overlap to negotiate toward: written confirmation of what was agreed

C CONSULT
GET OUTSIDE PERSPECTIVE ON THE SITUATION.

Because this archetype's specialty is making you feel crazy, an outside view matters even

more here. A trusted mentor, peer, or coach can confirm whether the fog is real.

Share the documented facts, not just your frustration

Ask: "How would you read this behavior?"

Build relationships around you so others can see the pattern and defend you in it

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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H HEED
THE EMOTIONAL LAYER. WHAT YOU FEEL AND WHAT TRIGGERED IT.

Name what this is doing to you: the self-doubt, the hyper-vigilance, the exhaustion, the urge

to go silent. Those feelings are data about the situation, and they deserve attention before

they harden into learned silence.

Notice when you start rehearsing every word before you speak

Track your triggers: the ping at 4:59, the meeting invite that never came

Your discomfort is a signal, not a character flaw

O OBSERVE
WATCH THE BEHAVIORAL PATTERNS, BOTH THEIRS AND YOURS.

Watch for the recurring moves: vague instructions followed by criticism, exclusion framed as

accident, praise withheld, rules applied selectively. And watch yourself too.

Are you shrinking? Volunteering less? Going quiet in meetings?

Is the behavior aimed at you specifically or the whole team?

Does their public persona differ from what happens behind closed doors?

R RESOLVE
FOUR EQUALLY VALID OPTIONS. CHOOSE YOURS ON PURPOSE.

There is no single right answer. There are four, and every one of them is valid:

Stay and adapt: use the clarity tools and scripts in this guide to manage the relationship

Stay and escalate: take your documented pattern to their boss or HR

Stay and wait: hold your position while circumstances change (reorgs happen)

Leave: keep options open outside, and choose an exit on your terms

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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T H E  C O N V E R S A T I O N  G U I D E

MAKE THEM SAY THE QUIET PART OUT LOUD
The skill is calling out the behavior without being contentious. Neutral language, delivered calmly,

forces the indirect to become direct. If they intended it, they now have to own it. If they didn't, the

behavior is on notice either way.

B E F O R E  T H E  W O R K  S TA R T S  ·  C L E A R  T H E  S M O K E  E A R LY

"Before I begin, what does success look like? When can I check in with you? What part of

this do you own, and what part do I own?"

Why it works: It uncovers ambiguity before it can be weaponized. Then document the answers and send them

back: "Confirming we agreed success looks like A, B, and C."

W H E N  I N S T R U C T I O N S  C O N F L I C T

"I have two different instructions here. Which one should I follow?"

Why it works: A binary choice removes the fog. They can pick X or Y, but not both, and not neither.

W H E N  YO U ' R E  E XC LU D E D  F R O M  A  M E E T I N G

"I noticed I wasn't included in the meeting. I'm not sure what happened. Can you clarify,

and what should I do in the future?"

Why it works: Neutral language keeps you from looking rude while putting the pattern on record.

W H E N  A  C O M M E N T  L A N D S  S I D E WAY S

"I'm not sure if this is what you intended, but when you said that, it made me feel like the

team was being made small. Was that your intention?"

Why it works: You've described the impact and asked for the intention directly. A passive-aggressive person will

usually clutch pearls and deny it. Fine. Follow with the next script.
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A F T E R  T H E  D E N I A L

"Okay. So what can we do differently? Because I don't like the way this makes me feel."

Why it works: It accepts the denial without accepting the behavior, and moves the conversation to a commitment

about the future.

W H E N  T H E  M O V E  WA S  P U B L I C  ( T H E  R E P LY- A L L  S P E C I A L )

"I saw the email you sent right before you left, and I noticed you copied six other people. It

makes me think you wanted to embarrass me, but I don't want to believe that. Is that what

happened?"

Why it works: It shows them you see exactly what they're doing, and that if you're going to be uncomfortable,

you'll both be uncomfortable together. You're inviting them to say the quiet part out loud, or stop.

"WHEN PEOPLE MAKE YOU UNCOMFORTABLE, I AM A FIRM BELIEVER IN MAKING
THEM FEEL UNCOMFORTABLE TOO. NOT IN A NASTY WAY, BUT TO LET THEM KNOW

THAT YOU SEE WHAT'S HAPPENING."
N ATA L I E  R E N E E  PA R K E R  ·  S 4 E 4

A F T E R  E V E R Y  C O N V E R S A T I O N  ·  C L O S E  T H E  L O O P

Clarity only counts if it's on the record. Document what was said, what should have happened,

and what did happen. Send it back in writing ("Confirming we agreed to A, B, and C") and make

sure they agree. The paper trail is what turns your experience from a feeling into a pattern

anyone can see.
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P R O C E E D  W I T H  C A U T I O N

WHAT BACKFIRES
Some responses feel satisfying and make everything worse. These are the moves that amp up the

problem instead of airing it out.

✕

LABELING THE BEHAVIOR
"You're being passive-
aggressive" hands them the
outrage they need. Describe the
specific action and its impact
instead of diagnosing them.

✕

FORCING AN ADMISSION
You will not get a confession
from someone whose entire
strategy is deniability. Ask about
intention, accept the answer,
and pivot to what changes next.

✕

VERBAL CONFRONTATION
Going off in the moment makes
you look like the problem, which
is exactly the story they want
told. Stay calm, stay neutral,
stay documented.

"CALLING IT OUT IS ONE OF THE BEST WAYS TO AIR OUT THE BEHAVIOR."
N ATA L I E  R E N E E  PA R K E R  ·  S 4 E 4

I F  I T  G E T S  T O  B E  T O O  M U C H

Know your escalation path before you need it. Who can you talk to: the leader directly, their

boss, or HR? Keep options open outside the organization too. Building visibility around the

pattern and relationships around yourself means you never have to face the fog alone.
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GET THE FULL WORKBOOK
The complete Bad Boss Playbook for the passive-aggressive archetype

includes the incident log, the full conversation guide, and the escalation

roadmap. The Micromanager and The Bully are in there too.

D O N ' T  L E T  Y O U R  B O S S  S U C K  T H E  L I F E  O U T  O F  Y O U .

y o u r b o s s s u c k s . c o m
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