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Note: What do we mean by a “co-worker” in this talk?

A role in interdependent work!
It is not a claim about an AI’s personhood or standing. 



Why this question, now?
Knowledge work is increasingly interdependent, with people and with AI.
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You work with people & AI

Co-workers contribute judgment and work that your own work depends on. AI tools now contribute inside the same workflow.

You must build off the work that reaches you

Work produced by a person or an AI becomes part of what you must use.

Then

you co-worker vs

Now

you co-worker

AI AI



Why care?
Answering this can help with three things.

AI design
What qualities should your AI co-worker 
have?
How should it adapt to the context, and 
the person in front of it?

Work design
When capable execution gets cheap, 
which qualities decide whether work goes 
to a person, a team, a tool or a mix?

Work etiquette
What work etiquette matters when people 
use AI to co-work with each other?

The tools you use & build

The people you work with

The experience of co-work itself
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What we did?

RQ1 · Qualities — What qualities do knowledge 
workers value in a co-worker?

RQ2 · Priorities — Which qualities do they 
prioritize, contest or refuse, and how do they 
group into recognizable kinds of co-worker?

RQ3 · Variation — How do knowledge-worker 
characteristics relate to the kinds of co-worker they 
prioritize?

RQ4 · Work etiquette — What do knowledge 
workers expect of each other when a co-worker’s 
AI-supported work reaches them?

Exploratory 
22 interviews grounded in six decades of organizational 
psychology and HCI literature, asking for concrete episodes as 
"war stories” elicitation.

Confirmatory
A survey of 1,534 knowledge workers: 732 answered about a 
human co-worker, 802 about an AI co-worker. Nobody answered 
both, so the sides are different respondents throughout.

Emerging - Work etiquette
Open-ended accounts in the interviews and the survey — 991 of 
them, on what a co-worker owes you when they use AI.

4

A large-scale, mixed-methods empirical study involving 1,556 knowledge workers at Microsoft



Who answered?
1,556 knowledge workers, across every kind of work.
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What we found?
To explain what makes a great co-worker, we built
the BACI framework in the exploratory phase 

Benevolence
 
Ability 

Cooperativeness 

Integrity
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Each having two dimensions, 
encompassing 75 qualities of a great co-worker.

Each respondent rated 31–44 of them, covering 2/4 buckets, 
asked about how prevalent each quality is.



Benevolence · caring about people
Warmth leans human; restraint and receptivity sit close to even.

AI care is contested where it implies feeling or social standing. Receptive behavior 
is broadly accepted.

What matters more for a human
People want emotional warmth (e.g., empathy, 
respect, being credited) more from a human

What matters more for an AI
People prefer AI having the functional side of care 
(e.g., listening, being patient, altruistic)

What’s contested
AI warmth divides people. Empathy, friendliness, 
social sensitivity can feel hollow coming from an AI.

“if I’m going to AI because I’m sad, I want to be soothed and 
validated and empathized with.”
P4 · Interview participant

7



Ability · being good at the work
Honing the craft moves to the tool; owning it does not.

What people keep for a human
Ownership and judgment: someone must choose, 
commit, and answer for it.

What people want from an AI
Hands-on execution: work fast, know the domain, 
catch the details, get the craft right.

What’s contested
AI taking genuine ownership. It can do the work; it 
cannot carry the ownership for it.

“I don't want the AI to take ownership of my work & think that it 
should guide decisions - that's my responsibility & where humans 
should differentiate our importance in creating great products.”
P336-A · survey, AI referent
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The hands-on execution of good work is fine to hand to AI. But owning the work — 
choosing what to do, committing to it, answering for it — people still want on a human.



Cooperativeness · moving the work together
People want the tool to hold context and keep the social coordination with a person.

People want AI to be the shared context. 
Managing conflict, building consensus, taking initiative stays with a human. 
Disputes cluster where AI stops supporting coordination and starts directing it.

What people keep for a human
Social coordination: manage conflict, build agreement, 
stay humble & open minded, take initiative.

What people want from an AI
Holding shared context: track the work, hold context, 
keep information current, confirm before acting.

What is contested
AI-led facilitation. Managing conflict, building 
consensus, or acting beyond what it was asked to do.

"Resolving data conflicts, sure. Managing conflicts involving 
people is absolutely something that must be owned and 
practiced by humans."
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P58-A · survey, AI referent



Integrity · being dependable
People want dependability from the AI and accountability from a person.

Both sides value dependable, transparent behavior. 
People want a human to own accountability, while for AI, they most want it to show 
its work — sources, reasoning, limits, and flag when it's unsure.

What matters more for a human
Accountability: own the outcome, follow through, 
repair trust when the work fails.

What matters more for an AI
Legibility: show the sources, the reasoning, the limits 
— and do not be a sycophant.

What is contested
Nothing. The difference is in the emphasis.

"Nothing in this block felt detrimental. If I had to name a lower 
priority it'd be availability & responsiveness, being reachable 
& fast matters far less to me than being right & traceable."
P51-A · survey, AI referent
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How do the qualities group?
The four regions show which qualities people RELATIVELY prioritize for each kind of co-worker.

29 Asked of both
Shared priorities for a person and an AI.

9 Asked more of the person
Tied to human standing and answerability.

15 Asked more of the AI
What makes a tool’s work easier to inspect.

22 Asked less of both
Useful, but below each side’s leading priorities.
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The qualities group into 11 kinds of co-workers

Asked more of the person · 9 qualities, 2 kinds

• Stand-Up Colleague — owns the outcome, backs the team, 

shares the credit. 
• Perseverer — owns it, sticks with it, stays open to input

Asked of both · 29 qualities, 4 kinds

Asked less of both · 22 qualities, 3 kinds Asked more of the AI · 15 qualities, 2 kinds
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• Craftsperson — does careful, thorough work and welcomes scrutiny. 

• Safe Pair of Hands — delivers reliably and keeps everyone aligned.
• Fair Dealer — honest, own its mistakes, and fair. 

• Explorer — curious, always learning, works it out with you. 

• Glue — keeps people connected and cared for. 

• Satisficer — makes the good-enough call and asks for help.
• Room-Maker — sets the pace and makes space for everyone.

• Navigator — maps the work, keeps it on track, flags what's unsure. 

• Straight Talker — knows its stuff and says it straight. 



How do these priorities shift based on knowledge worker characteristics?
Discipline moves what people ask of their AI co-workers far more than what they ask of their human co-workers.

Baseline: software engineer. Green is rated higher than the baseline, rust lower.

Customer-facing want more 
social skill, recognition and 
empathy from an AI

Technical and product want 
AI that recognizes individual 
skills & interests.

Customer-facing want less 
shared understanding — they 
carry the context.

Product and design want less 
transparent reasoning from a 
colleague.
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What else moved the priorities – 3 examples! and there is so much more!

How coupled the work is

Dependence raises what people want 
from their human-coworkers, not as 
much from AI.

AI: only the Craftsperson — careful work, 
open to challenge rises. 

–

– How far AI feels like a co-worker

The more it feels like a co-worker, the 
more warmth & benevolence people ask 
of it.

The Explorer, the Glue, the Satisficer and 
the Room-Maker rise most. Detail, or the whole picture

Detail-first people hold human 
coworkers to a higher standard on 
nearly everything.

AI: only the Navigator — shows its 
working, keeps the work on course.
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Fun trivia: People who considered their managers as coworkers wanted more of 
almost everything from their human co-workers (i.e., their managers). 



Implications — Part1
What to build, and who the work goes to.

AI design
What every AI co-worker should lead with (top 5)
– Safe Pair of Hands — delivers reliably and keeps every[one/thing] aligned.

– Straight Talker — knows its stuff and straightforward (& non-sycophant).

– Craftsperson — does careful, thorough work, and welcomes scrutiny.

– Fair Dealer — honest, own its mistakes, and fair.

– Navigator — maps the work, keeps it on track, flags what’s unsure.

And what to adapt on top

– Understand the person first: the context they are in now, how they think and 
work, what they are like.

– Infer from that which qualities they need above the core.

– Co-construct what they want to do next in that context, rather than deciding 
it for them.

Work design
What people ask of a human co-worker (top 5)
– Explorer — curious, always learning, works it out with you.

– Stand-Up Colleague — owns the outcomes, backs the team, shares credit.

– Perseverer — owns the challenge, sticks with it, stays open to input.

– Fair Dealer — honest, owns its mistakes, and fair.

– Safe Pair of Hands — delivers reliably and keeps every[one/thing] aligned.

And who the work goes to

– Name the qualities the task needs before you pick who does it.

– The tool can make the work verifiable. A person stays answerable for it.

– A feature in MS Teams could help inform who would be a good addition to a 
project/team, or who works the way you do.
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What mattered beyond the qualities?
AI work etiquette: what a co-worker owes you when they use AI.

They might sound trivial, but there were 991 accounts of participants reporting experiences related to these 3 themes.

What is owed

– Read it before you send it.

– Fact check, please!

– Know it well enough to answer for it.

– Make the check fit the stakes.

– Say what AI did, and what you checked.

What it costs otherwise

– Your saving becomes the reader’s bill.

– Unchecked or uncompressed output 
makes the recipient verify it, clean it and 
shorten it.

– Stock AI language makes care look 
absent, so trust in the sender falls.

Where the tool is barred

– Messages whose point is personal 
attention, relationship building, or 
investment.

– Profiling, ranking or evaluating co-
workers, or ingesting their work without 
their knowledge.

– Confidential, customer, or security-sensitive 
data in unapproved tools.
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“I want messages to be handwritten, if you’re asking me to do 
work, I want it to be your words and not an agent”

P153-H · survey, human referent

“When humans send unreviewed AI content. If they didn’t take 
the time to read it, why should I?”

P59-A · survey, AI referent



Implications — Part 2
AI work best practices, and an example mechanism.

Say what the AI did, what you checked, and what's still 
open.
Put those three on the work itself. A bare “AI-assisted” label leaves the 
reader guessing how much checking is left.

Stay answerable for anything that leaves your hands
Whoever sends the work can explain it and stands behind it, so “the AI did 
it” never becomes an excuse.

Only delegate work you could judge yourself.
Use AI where you could assess the output and step in when it fails, so the 
work never outruns the person sending it.

A handoff header that travels with the work.

* Note: This is a conceptualization of what respondents demanded, 
not a practice they reported using nor a tested intervention.
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Takeaways
A “great” co-worker reduces the mutual cost of interdependence.

PAPER COMING SOON! 
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For a human, "greatness" is mostly who they are.
Accountability, ownership, credit, persistence — and the way somebody 
treats other people are the top 5 things asked of humans in an AI-native 
workplace. You hire and develop for these.

For an AI, "greatness" is mostly designed.
Straightforward; careful, thorough work; sustained alignment; maps the 
work, keeps things on track, flags what’s unsure — build decisions, 
adapted to the person and the work.

Qualities are not the whole of it.
A capable human/AI can still be a difficult coworker if it violates the 
norms of collaboration



Bonus: A Design Cookbook for UI/UX of AI
https://aka.ms/design-cookbook 

Thank you — questions?
choudhru@oregonstate.edu

https://aka.ms/design-cookbook
https://aka.ms/design-cookbook
https://aka.ms/design-cookbook
https://aka.ms/design-cookbook

