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            I would like to dedicate this book to the those whose lives have been touched by cancer. Their quality of life and the challenges they face in their individual fight against this sickness are greatly assisted by the researchers who work tirelessly to find cures and better treatment alternatives, by medical specialists who care for them every day and by good hearted people who donate their time and money in support of this cause.

            I greatly admire the courage of the victims of this illness and their supporting families. None more so than the Neave family who have fought against a rare and aggressive mutant cancer gene (BRCA2) that has already taken their great grandmother and grandmother. The two older Neave sisters, Veronica and Chrissy, have so far avoided the gene’s attack by undertaking radical surgery. The third sister, Elisha, and their mother, Claudette, have not been so lucky and for them the fight is on in earnest.

            This book is dedicated to the Neave family and others who find themselves in a similar fight for life.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Washington DC, 2000
      

         

         It was November 2000; four months since I had completed a doctorate in Covert Operations, which was the culmination of several years spent researching undercover tactics and the people who undertake clandestine operations. At that stage, I had also spent a decade with the Australian Federal Police in a number of countries and various roles — many of which were covert.

         I had just finished an undercover deployment in another country and had flown direct from there to Washington to assist with an undercover training course. Before I started the training, though, there was someone I wanted to meet. He was the first FBI undercover agent to successfully infiltrate the Mafia; his name then, was Joe D Pistone.

         FBI undercover operation Sun-Apple had Joe living and working within the inner circle of the Miami and New York Mafia for six years. As a result of his gutsy and tenacious evidence gathering, 200 Mafia identities received hefty gaol terms for crimes ranging from extortion to murder. He had spent several years in witness protection and now continues to have a lifetime $500,000 Mafia contract on his head. He lives under a different name. Despite this, Hollywood still managed to make the movie Donnie Brasco about his exploits — Joe was played by Johnny Depp.

         I wanted to meet Joe to learn from his experience and analyse why he, above all others, was so successful. The Mafia would like to meet Joe – but for a very different reason.

         After I left the airport and made my way towards the meeting place, I conducted counter-surveillance drills to ensure I wasn’t followed as I didn’t want to bring any unwanted guests to our meeting. We met at an undisclosed location and I got right to the point …

         I said, ‘So, XXXX (name withheld), what were your biggest psychological assets when you were undercover for so long?’

         He said, ‘Well, Dave, you gotta know who you really are and what you stand for — and you gotta be able to get ’em to talk. If they don’t talk you don’t learn noth’n about ’em or what they do. You gotta be able to open them up.’

         Having worked undercover, I knew how true that statement was. The angst and sacrifice of a covert operation was worth nothing if you came out with zip! I spent some time with XXXX, listening and learning from his well-tested undercover modus operandi.

         Now after 22 years as a sworn federal law enforcement officer and 8 years as a covert operations consultant and trainer to government agencies and corporate entities. I would like to share some of the most successful interpersonal techniques I learned during that time. In Unlocking Secrets, I have translated the highly advanced methods used by spies and covert operatives to learn secret information, and show you how you can use these skills in everyday professional and personal situations. These skills will provide you with a distinct psychological edge in business, professional and personal relationships — beyond what has been openly taught before.

         Unlocking Secrets is the second in my Psychological Edge series of books and builds on the first book in the series, Lie Catcher; Become a Human Lie Detector in Under 60 Minutes.1 These books complement each other; the first book assists to identify when a person lies and hides information from you, and Unlocking Secrets allows you to access that very information. But it isn’t necessary to have read the first book to learn and apply the techniques in this book.

         When you have read this book, and practised the techniques, you will be able to better understand and influence people, and others will ‘open up’ to you and tell you information they would not usually divulge — and do it willingly.

         Read on and reap the benefits these unique skills can provide. Good luck!

      

   


   
      
         
            INTRODUCTION
      

         

         People hide information from others for a variety of reasons — some are harmless and some are not. The information hidden from us is secret and in many circumstances it can be to our advantage to know that information. Spies and undercover operatives have been successfully getting people to reveal secret information for many years. In the following pages I reveal the techniques that these specialists use to extract information so that you can apply them just as effectively to everyday personal and professional situations. These advanced interpersonal communication skills will give you an unprecedented psychological edge.

         Have you ever been in a situation where you just know someone isn’t giving you all the information? It may be a child, a client, a partner, a business colleague or a competitor. This book will provide you with the knowledge and the practical skills required to have people willingly share that hidden secret information with you.

         You may have been attracted to this book because a person has kept information hidden from you in the past which ultimately hurt, disappointed or disadvantaged you — or someone close to you. Perhaps you need to learn hidden information to improve the way you manage:

         
            
	
                  Children or students
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Prospective clients
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Patients or partners
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Business competitors
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            



         You can also use hidden information to:

         
            
	
                  Create new contacts
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Improve networking
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Meet that special someone — yes, these skills can help with dating and even enrich existing relationships!
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Engage and influence people to improve your personal and business relationships
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            



         Accessing secrets is the key to achieving all these. But secrets are just that — secret. Secrets are a fascinating subject and we usually feel privileged when someone shares their most secret of secrets with us. Sometimes though, people hide information from us that we could use to better protect ourselves and our relationships, support the secret-keeper (in the case of a child, client or patient issue), and use to our business advantage. In Part One I tell you all about secrets — why people keep secrets, and the effects of keeping and revealing secrets.

         Its aim is not to give you the skills to harm or embarrass people by getting them to reveal their secrets, but to benefit and protect them and you. Uncovering hidden information can liberate a person, assist with welfare management, and provide much needed information to medical professionals, lawyers, teachers and parents. It can also strengthen a negotiating position, provide a market advantage, increase sales and provide a psychological edge in the workplace.

         Out with the Old and in with the New
      

         In the early 1980s body language was the new frontier of interpersonal communications and there was an explosion of information about it. Books on the subject charted new ground and greatly enhanced people’s understanding of interpersonal communication. Knowing about body language provided a fantastic advantage and insight to possessors of this ‘new knowledge’. Now, however, there are literally hundreds of books on this subject and how it may be applied to our everyday lives. Some people seek to replicate or fake body language signals to gain an advantage or give a false impression. There are even training courses on how to do exactly that!

         The new frontier for motivated people with a thirst for knowledge and who want to improve their interpersonal communication is found in the understanding, development and application of advanced psychological skills. These skills don’t negate the need to understand body language, but with so many people knowledgeable in that area, we need to look elsewhere for that interpersonal communication edge. We’re well into the 21st century and it’s about time that our interpersonal mind techniques caught up with our interpersonal body techniques!

         
            The new frontier is no longer the physical as body language was — it’s now the psychological.
      

         

         Getting ‘Em to Talk — Elicitation
      

         In Part Two I tell you about elicitation. The term ‘elicitation’ is used extensively by government intelligence agencies, covert operatives and undercover agents to describe the subtle verbal extraction of information from persons of interest. In other words, ‘elicitation unlocks hidden information’. The tactic of elicitation has been used for many years and continues today to be the main staple for gaining information by spy agencies’ defensive and offensive intelligence programs.

         For example, in 2001 I was working in the jungle border region that separates East Timor and Indonesia. At that time there were active militia groups on the Indonesian side of the border who were conducting violent cross border raids into East Timor with devastating consequences for the civilian population. Using the knowledge I’ve included in Parts One and Two of this book and the practical skills from Parts Three and Four, I was able to elicit information from a border contact, who unknowingly provided me with enough information for HQ Intelligence to piece together the planned timing for the next raid. As a result, United Nations Peacekeepers were in place when the next raid took place and several militiamen were detained — and many civilians spared.

         You may not have a need to use elicitation skills in such an extreme environment. However, Unlocking Secrets applies these very successful elicitation techniques to everyday situations. In Part Three I show you how to use effective interpersonal skills to engage people in conversation, get them to like you and ultimately open up to you. You can use these skills in situations such as when a child doesn’t want to admit to you they have done something wrong, or when a person, patient or client has a deep and scarring secret that you need to access so you can provide them some much needed support. In business, it could be a competitor, a client, a colleague, your staff or your supervisor who has information that would provide you an advantage or much needed insight.

         Elicitation will get you that information and Unlocking Secrets shows you how, using the easy-to-follow four steps of the READ Model of Elicitation, which I discuss in Part Four. Designed specifically for this book and released publicly for the first time, this very effective model simplifies an otherwise complex process and will guide you to learning the hidden information you need.

         Comparatively, secret-keeping is an under-researched area and has always been a mine field of complex theoretical psychology. Even less is known about how to unlock a person’s hidden information and much has been concealed behind a veil of secrecy by undercover agencies — until now. Unlocking Secrets takes the latest cutting edge theories and some of the most effective psychological tools from the cloak and dagger world of covert operations, and shows how they may be simply and effectively used to advantage in everyday situations.

      

   


   
      
         
            Part
          One:
      

            The Secret Nature of Secrets
      

         

         This part of the book contains a necessary degree of theoretical information about why people keep information hidden — why they keep secrets. We are aiming to uncover hidden information and to successfully do this we need a requisite working knowledge of the theory behind secret-keeping. When unlocking hidden information we are dealing with varying human dynamics and psychological factors that vary from one person and their environment to the next.

         The READ Model of Elicitation (explained in Part Four) will assist greatly with steering you through the elicitation process. However, without understanding why a particular person in a given circumstance is hiding information from you, you will only have half the picture. With a sound understanding of secret-keeping, you will be able to calibrate, tailor and be flexible with your elicitation strategies and as a result you’ll be more successful.

         Any information that is hidden from you is considered a secret. The very topic of secrets carries with it a certain mystique and intrigue in the minds of most people across most cultures. A quick internet search for ‘secret’ demonstrates this when it returns over 259 million results, ranging from ‘secrets of keeping a happier dog’ to ‘government secrets revealed’. Secrets are something that everyone knows about, and many are interested in learning the hidden information of others.

         The paparazzi chase, invade and provoke the rich and famous in an effort to uncover secret activities to satisfy an insatiable public thirst for the most recently uncovered information. The most desired activities it seems, are the ones the rich and famous try their hardest to hide — a break-up, a new romance, a health or drug issue or a well-hidden skeleton from the past. In pursuit of hidden information, some newspapers have even illegally intercepted the private phone calls of well-known people so they may learn secret information — information that was secret until they unveiled it.

         Every day people stand around the water cooler, the lunch room, in coffee shops and bars discussing what others may be doing or who may be having an affair with whom, or what someone may have said, or done. The most prized information is, of course, secret information that no one else in the office knows. This brings with it power and advantage to those who possess it. Clearly, office gossip would die a quick death, as would gossip blogs and tabloid journalism, if people weren’t interested in the hidden activities of others.

         Commercially, secrets are kept to protect technological advancements, research programs and product formulas. Similarly, business and marketing strategies are kept from competing companies to maintain a competitive edge. Not infrequently, corporations will hide information that may cause shareholders concern such as impending corporate mergers or market share losses or sell-offs, in an effort to protect share prices (and perhaps the CEO’s job!). Auctioneers vehemently protect reserve price information and retailers hide the real cost price of items. Secrets within stock markets are locked down by serious criminal consequences (insider trading) for those that divulge them.

         Similarly, governments protect their information both from domestic disclosure and from the reach of other governments with laws, policies and intelligence agencies. The latter are also often charged with covertly learning the secrets of other governments, ranging from reserve trade prices (e.g. wheat, wool, minerals, etc.), to military intelligence. In a similar vein, intellectual property and corporate secrets are being proactively poached by other companies and also by competing governments, such as China.
            2
          There can be no dispute — there is big business in knowing the secrets of others.

         Secrets are an elusive and very complex phenomena that are naturally a part of everyone’s life; we all have secrets and it’s natural that people want to keep some information hidden, or told to just a very few. While there seems to be a widely held interest in accessing hidden information, secrets and secrecy have not been researched as completely as many other areas. Some very credible studies have been undertaken in some areas; however, it remains a relatively under-researched area. There is also a lot of conjecture surrounding some areas that have been researched. Put simply, there is a lot we don’t know about secrets and we know even less about how to unlock them.
            3

         Spy agencies have known for decades that by using particular conversational skills in conjunction with often illegal incentive and pressuring tactics, they can get people to open up and reveal secrets they shouldn’t. While we, as everyday law abiding citizens, still have a need to learn hidden information, we want to do this legally — and we can. Academic research has shown that under the correct circumstances people will share their hidden information with at least one other person, sometimes more.
            4
          This is primarily due to our natural urge to share or unload secret information — this is the usual human default position.
            5
          In Part Two, we’ll learn how to amplify a person’s urge to share hidden information with you.

         Some of the most common reasons people hide information are that they want to avoid being embarrassed, shunned or rejected by others; to avoid making a negative impression; or to avoid hurting another person’s feelings. Interestingly, research has shown that people who divulge their secrets have a measurable improvement in their health.
            6
          Elicitation skills provide a capability to assist a person to share their hidden information so they may be better supported.

         Regardless of whether we want to unlock hidden information for our business or personal advantage or to assist a person who is carrying a burdensome secret, we need to select the correct elicitation technique and remain flexible with our approach when using it. To enable us to do this successfully, it’s necessary to have a closer look at the theory behind secret-keeping.

         What is a Secret?
      

         This sounds like quite a simple question and most people have an answer, as I did when I first commenced researching why people want to keep information hidden from others and how to unlock it. However, the more I read, the more I realised there was a myriad of different understandings of what an actual secret is. There was, and still remains, much conjecture in the academic, legal and professional arenas about what constitutes a secret.

         Some people consider information is only secret if it is held exclusively by one person and not shared with anyone else; others that a secret is any information that is deliberately withheld from only one other person but all others may know. Some ask this question: Is information still classified as secret if the information is shared with more than one person? If so, and the information continues to be shared, at what point does it stop being ‘a secret’? When five people know, perhaps ten or even fifty? There are even various legal precedents on this very point in different courts’ jurisdictions, highlighting the conjecture around this seemingly simple question.

         Other questions arise as we consider the subject in more detail. Some academics suggest that it is not only possible to keep a secret all to yourself — it is also possible to keep a secret from yourself. Now this may be starting to sound a bit ridiculous. However, Sigmund Freud suggested in 1915 that we have three levels of consciousness. The Conscious Mind: the one we use for our current thinking, focusing and processing information; The Preconscious Mind: the one that is aware of things, but we are not focusing upon them — but can if we choose to; and The Subconscious Mind: the one that acts and thinks independently and beyond our control, influencing our personality and our behaviour. More recent research has shown it is likely that the Subconscious Mind may in fact have even more influence over our behaviour than first proposed by Freud.
            7

         So, if you subscribe to that line of thinking, it certainly is possible that information may be suppressed in people’s minds so deeply that it actually becomes a secret from themselves. Perhaps I’ve been keeping secrets from myself for years — that might also explain why so often I can’t find the TV remote and my car keys!

         On a serious note, when we are attempting to elicit information from a patient, client, child or partner, we need to be aware that it’s possible that the information has been suppressed so very deeply that the person is unaware of its very existence. If during the conversation you suspect this to be the case, caution should be exercised as the recollection of deeply suppressed memories is often a very emotive event and qualified support and guidance is recommended.

         As the focus of this book is the practical application of eliciting hidden information of benefit to you or those you care for, there is little point undertaking a philosophical analysis of the various theories that define secrecy. What we need is a practical and universal definition that we can keep in mind when unlocking this type of information. The most sensible and concise definition of secrecy, and one we’ll rely on in this book, is that secrecy is simply ‘the intentional concealment of information from “others”.’
            8
          ‘Others’ may include entities such as businesses, corporations, clubs and governments and also people such as partners, children, friends, work colleagues, complete strangers and importantly you.

         In addition to understanding the definition of a secret, there are also some frequently used terms in this book that are vital to understand when discussing secrets and elicitation. These are:

         
            
	
Secret-keeper: A secret-keeper is a person or entity that has hidden information; the person or entity is keeping a secret.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
Secret-target: A person or entity who is intentionally not provided hidden information is called the ‘secret-target’, as the person or entity is ‘targeted’ or disadvantaged by the secret. When a person or entity keeps information hidden from you — you are the secret-target; they are the secret-keeper.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            



         Types of Secrets
      

         While there remains much that we don’t know about the nature of secrets, there have been several research projects undertaken by credible academics to better understand this subject. Confusingly, there are a myriad of different interpretations of the categories of secrets and the motivations for hiding information. If we want to elicit hidden information from a person, it assists greatly to know the type of secret the person has and the motivation for keeping the information from us.

         Due to the diversity of interpretations, I have distilled all this information into two readily identifiable categories, making it easier to learn, identify and apply successful techniques. The two primary categories of secrets are self-focused and other-focused.

         Self-Focused Secrets
      

         Some people perceive an increasing and cumulative need to keep information hidden as they live their lives. Information is withheld or selectively released about their personal, professional, familial and financial matters to manipulate both their reputation and their relationships; sometimes justifiably so, sometimes not. While we may not have a major skeleton in the closet (no murders I hope!), most people reading this book would find they have some hidden information they would prefer others didn’t know about. This is both understandable and normal.

         Self-focused secrets can be defined as information that is kept secret by the secret-keeper with the view to some self-benefit. Self-focused secrets are information that, if made known, would result in a detrimental impact upon the secret-keeper such as embarrassment, an undesirable perception of the secret-keeper by others, or a loss of advantage or power.

         The change in perception or loss of advantage may be totally justified or unjustified. For example, a person may keep secret the fact that they were at some stage declared bankrupt. If this information is revealed it may cause embarrassment and fairly or unfairly change the way others perceive that person. It may be entirely appropriate for this information to remain hidden.

         Unless, of course, you were planning to go into business with the person or lend the person money. In that case, you would have a right to know that information and if it were successfully kept secret from you, it could be to your detriment. Unlocking this type of information using the skills in Parts Three and Four of this book may disadvantage the secret-keeper but better protect your interests.

         There is an almost limitless number of self-focused secrets covering a broad spectrum of subject areas. The sheer diversity of these types of secrets was highlighted in a study conducted at the University of Michigan.
            9
          In this study reported secrets ranged from minor: ‘My father is an alcoholic’ and ‘I can’t always enjoy sex…’ to high risk secrets such as ‘I’m constantly toying with the idea of killing myself’ and ‘… I sometimes feel I have to (want to), (need to) kill another person’, and ‘I have had incestuous relations with a member of my family’. The latter examples demonstrate how the secret-keeper or others may be better supported or protected if a family member, friend, medical professional were able to successfully elicit this hidden information.

         Additionally, it may be information that a secret-keeper doesn’t want to share with others as it is to their advantage to hold onto that knowledge — the secret provides an edge that would be lost if shared. For example, a student may learn that a particular question is on an impending exam paper, or a job applicant is informed of ‘what the interview panel is looking for’, or a business may learn some ‘inside’ information about price tendered by a company competing for the same contract — to share this information would be disadvantageous; so a self-focused secret is kept.

         The purpose of this book is not to pass judgement or provide a moral compass for people on when and when not to use these secret-revealing skills; this is a matter for the reader and the many different circumstances where these skills may be applied. On some occasions assisting a person to divulge their self-focused secret can provide an opportunity to better assist, support, protect or treat the person, e.g. a child being bullied at school or stalked/groomed by an internet predator, a victim of domestic violence, drug or alcohol addiction, etc.

         Examples of self-focused secrets include:

         
            
	
                  The number of car accidents a person has had
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  A professional mistake in the workplace
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  A failed business venture
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  A socially awkward family situation or personal incident
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  A tragic event that is painful to recall
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                  Being abused as a child, or partner
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Addictions or use of illegal or prescribed drugs, or alcohol
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                  Conviction for a criminal offence
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Being the victim of a crime
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Having a phobia, such as an intense fear of flying, needles, spiders or snakes
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  A person’s financial situation, such as income, assets, liabilities and loans (credit card debt is a common self-focused secret — sometimes even between partners!)
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Business plans and marketing strategies
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Product information and corporate intelligence
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            



         In summary, self-focused secrets are kept to benefit or protect the secret-keeper, in most cases to avoid negative social consequences or to protect a personal or financial advantage. Now we’ll discuss the second category of secrets — other-focused secrets — and the important subcategories of professional and personal other-focused secrets.

         Other-Focused Secrets
      

         Other-focused secrets, as the name suggests, are kept by a secret-keeper for the benefit of another person or entity. Other-focused secrets are kept by individuals and also entities such as companies, organisations and governments. The one primary distinction that sets this category apart from all others is good intent. Other-focused secrets have a ‘good will’ theme running through the motivation behind keeping the information hidden. This may be to protect another person or their feelings, or the company, the business, or the government the secret-keeper works for or is loyal to.

         The ‘good will’ associated with this category of secret is exemplified within the medical profession. With the betterment of the patient in mind, medical professionals are, on occasion, placed in very difficult positions in respect to the disclosure of medical information.

         For example, a patient may be receiving treatment for an illness that will most likely be terminal. In discussions between the doctor and the patient, the doctor may provide reported examples where people with a similar condition have made a full recovery. The doctor may keep secret that this is an extremely rare outcome and in his/her opinion, there is very little likelihood the patient will survive. This information is kept secret from the patient to provide hope, comfort and motivation for recovery. This is a professional other-focused secret

         A real example that demonstrates both the difficulties for medical staff who are asked to keep an other-focused secret and the tragic consequences of not sharing a secret, albeit with the best intention, relates to a paediatric HIV/AIDS nurse who was working in a clinic in New Jersey.
            10
          The nurse was specifically requested by the mother of an infected eight-year-old girl to keep the nature of the infection secret from her daughter (the patient). The nurse and a social worker were concerned that the young girl would overhear comments made in the ward and this would reveal the true nature of the girl’s illness, so they tried to persuade the mother to tell her daughter. The mother, trying to protect the daughter from this terrible news, refused and reinforced her wish that the girl not be informed. Sometime later when the nurse was making her rounds the young girl beckoned to her. The nurse leaned over so she could hear, as the girl was now very weak and it took some effort for her to speak. ‘I am very sick,’ she said. ‘I think I have AIDS. But you have to promise. Don’t tell my mother. It’s a secret and she would be sad if she found out.’ In this unfortunate situation, the nurse, the mother and the child were all unnecessarily burdened with an other-focused secret.

         
            The concept of protecting another person in some way can be taken too far even with the best of intentions, so that not sharing their other-focused secret means the secret-target (the person whom they are trying to protect by hiding information) becomes a victim of the good intention.
      

         

         Some professions vehemently protect their other-focused (trade) secrets and there is a good reason for this, as their commercial viability can depend directly upon this information remaining secret; sometimes these secrets are protected for decades. Why would a company rely on using a secret to protect their product instead of using legal avenues such as trademark, intellectual property laws or patents? The reason for this is that company secrets can be protected indefinitely by secrets whereas patents and other legal mechanisms usually have a finite life span.

         For example, in many countries patents lose their protection after 20 years.
            11
          Had Coca-Cola initially used a patent to protect its formula, the secret would have been unprotected public knowledge for over 50 years.
            12
          As such, Coca-Cola has successfully protected its secret for decades, though this has not been without its challenges. The seriousness of divulging commercially held secrets was brought home to a Coca-Cola secretary in 2006, when she stole documents and a liquid sample of the new Coke formula and attempted to sell the secrets to PepsiCo. PepsiCo contacted the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), which launched an undercover investigation and charged three people. The secretary, Joya Williams, was sentenced in 2007 to eight years gaol. US Attorney David Nahmias said, ‘Theft of valuable trade secrets will not be tolerated, not by the Justice Department and not even by competitors, as this case shows.’
            13

         Other-focused secrets also occur in our personal lives, but are still selfless by nature. That is, the secret-keeper will protect the secret-target (the person from whom the secret is kept) often for years, by keeping information secret purely out of good will and intention. An example of this occurs when a married couple who decide they are no longer compatible and should separate, stay together for the sake of the children. This information is often hidden with the view to benefiting the couple’s children.

         There are also many light-hearted examples where other-focused secrets may only have a limited life, such as plans for a surprise birthday party or anniversary event, or secrets surrounding purchasing and hiding gifts. If you are a child — stop reading now! The biggest other-focused secret in the world is Santa or Father Christmas, who is even more popular than the Easter Bunny — the subject of the world’s second biggest other-focused secret. If you are a child and still reading, you are now part of the world’s biggest secrets. If you keep this information secret so you don’t spoil the magic for other children then you are keeping an other-focused secret.

         Examples of other-focused secrets include:

         
            
	
                  Parents keeping a secret from a child that he/she was an ‘accident’
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  A friend telling you their hidden information, which if revealed would be damaging; you keep that information secret to protect your friend
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Surprise parties, gifts and awards
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  The price of a gift to avoid embarrassing or making the receiver uncomfortable
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Military and police members keeping hazardous activities secret to save stress on their partners
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Customer and client lists, e.g. keeping details secret to protect the clients
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Product research results, e.g. kept secret by researchers for the benefit of the sponsoring company
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Doctor–patient and lawyer–client information
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Police informants and confidential sources, e.g. police protecting the identity of an informant to ensure the informant’s safety
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Within the media; a journalist protecting the source of information and guaranteeing anonymity
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            



         The Function of Hiding Information
      

         Depending upon your profession, family situation and circumstances you may aim to elicit information from a variety of people ranging from young children to adults. Elicitation techniques that work on children won’t work on adults and vice versa. So that you can better unlock this type of information regardless of the age of the secret-keeper, it’s important to have a clear understanding of the many roles that secrets play during the various stages of people’s lives.

         Childhood Secrets
      

         While childhood development is an ongoing process, there are two very important developmental stages in our younger lives that are worthy of examining with respect to secrecy. The first stage occurs before the child reaches twelve years of age and has two milestones within it. The second stage occurs during adolescence. Both these stages assist ‘individualisation’ of the child. This is when children start to establish a boundary between themselves and others; they start to develop into their own person; a more independent individual.

         The first milestone in the first stage occurs quite young and is usually completed by the time the child reaches three to five years of age.
            14
          Being able to understand, and to a limited degree keep a secret, demonstrates that a child has reached that stage.
            15
          Certainly by the time children reach the age of five years, they have a firm understanding of secrecy.
            16
          By this stage they start to learn that they can possess knowledge that another person does not have and can therefore manipulate the other person’s mind or knowledge of facts.
            17
          They learn to lie and they learn to keep secrets.

         At this early stage though, children really are not very good at either. Not many four year olds can maintain a lie or effectively keep a secret from their parents for very long. Before we start to point the finger and think all children are ‘lying little secret-keepers’, we should remember that this is a developmental milestone that we all transitioned through and which set us on our way towards developing into our own person.

         So what kinds of secrets would such young children keep and why? A study of 180 schoolchildren from three different grades (grades three, five and seven) was designed to provide a picture of how children and their secret-keeping changes as they develop in early childhood.
            18
          The study showed that as children age they are more inclined to start keeping secrets to avoid shame and punishment, whereas younger children are more inclined to keep secrets about possessions. This shows that children develop social awareness and realise the consequences on relationships if secret information were revealed. Put simply, younger children are more focused on owning objects and possessions and will keep secrets to gain and protect them. This can be seen when younger children have difficulty or complain (usually loudly!) about sharing their toys or possessions with other children.

         As children reach the ages of nine to twelve years, they usually have developed a firm understanding of society’s expectations and that of other people (primarily their parents and friends). As such, they will keep secret information that may cause them to be viewed as unacceptable, or that will cause them embarrassment or result in punishment. During these years, they will on most occasions have friends of the same sex. These are usually the dominant social relationships for children of this age. Often the ‘other’ sex is not liked, may be despised and sometimes actively teased by the respective cohort, e.g. ‘You have girl germs’ or ‘Boys smell’, etc.

         In what seems like a cruel twist of fate, around this time most will start to harbour a curiosity and even develop crushes on one of the ‘enemy gender’. They may even have a ‘secret’ relationship such as passing written notes, emails or conversations after school (of course). However, this information is kept secret out of fear of embarrassment or being judged unacceptable by friends; the child has now developed a social awareness of what information needs to be kept secret to maintain their relationships. Some parents may be allowed access to this secret information by the child and may also be asked for advice, but this is not always the case; out of the fear of embarrassment or anticipated judgement or punishment. Predominantly though it must be kept secret from friends and others.

         Discovered childhood crushes and relationships with the other gender can be quickly ended by a teasing call across the school yard: ‘Geoffrey’s got a girlfriend’ or ‘Kerry and Sue are getting married.’ This will usually result in a total denial by the children involved and the end of the relationship (sadly) sometimes follows these sorts of taunts. The secret has been revealed and the embarrassment and social unacceptability is simply too much.

         In summary, there is a significant developmental point marked by the ability to understand and to keep secrets, usually occurring between the ages of three to five years. Secrets commencing around this age are predominantly focused upon gaining and protecting possessions, but there is little awareness of the social consequences if the secret is revealed. During the years following this, children’s secrets change focus and become more centred on social expectation and relationships; they hide information or behaviour that may be viewed as unacceptable or embarrassing, or result in their being punished.

         Adolescent Secrets
      

         The second stage of ‘individualisation’ occurs during adolescence when the child is breaking away from the bonds of childhood and approaching adulthood.
            19
          During this stage of life they become less dependent upon their parents and start to rely more upon friends and social networks for support. This is not to say that parents become unimportant, but adolescents become more emotionally independent. It is during these teenage years that they realise their parents are not all-knowing and they challenge that — ask anyone who has had teenagers, they will agree wholeheartedly! They are now also increasingly capable and willing to keep secrets from their parents as a way of staking their claim to emotional independence.

         They also become quite proficient at lying and hiding information, not just from parents, but from others.
            20
          They learn to manipulate information to suit their purpose. They reveal some information, they conceal other information and they may also fabricate information to manipulate the way they are seen or perceived by others. A review of a teenager’s Facebook account will clearly demonstrate this for you. Only the information (including photos) they want to shape others’ perceptions is revealed through social networking sites; the rest is kept secret.

         Now we can point our fingers at the lying little secret keepers! Or should we? Could this also be an indicator of what adults also do? Most (honest) adults would agree that they have, on occasion, kept some information secret and released other information to manipulate the way others see them. This may be during a first date, a job interview, at a party, a conference, with other parents and even with siblings — it’s a normal and understandable human practice.

         While it may be a necessary and natural part of development for adolescents to keep secrets from parents, is this healthy and should it be encouraged? An extensive study was conducted on the advantages and disadvantages of keeping secrets from parents on almost 1200 young adolescents.
            21
          These results brought into stark reality the danger and harm that can result when secrets, perhaps too many, are kept from parents. This study found that adolescent secret-keeping (from parents) was associated with psychological disadvantages leading to low self-esteem, depressive moods and increased levels of stress. Additionally, it increased levels of aggression and delinquency.

         For teenagers, the psychological burden of carrying serious or too many secrets can take its toll both mentally and physically. While secret-keeping may assist in developing emotional independence, this independence may be established too early during adolescence, resulting in the child dealing with ‘real world’ adult-type relationships and problems in the absence of adult support and advice. This can be damaging for the teenager, who may increasingly become isolated as a direct consequence. For parents, these risk factors clearly demonstrate the worth of being able to access some of the secret information held by your teenage child. The elicitation skills taught in this book should assist you in gaining that access during conversations with your child without it appearing intrusive.

         Adult Secrets
      

         So far we have had an insight into the way secrets play a part in our lives as we develop. We have seen that during childhood and adolescence, secrecy is a normal part of developing. However, we have also seen that it can have a burdensome and negative impact upon both young children and adolescents. Fortunately, as we arrive at adulthood, we are more fully developed and are far more competent and resilient to the negative impacts of secrets – right? Wrong! What is revealed is that very similar detrimental consequences continue from adolescence into adulthood.

         So what do adults keep secret? A variety of studies have been conducted to ascertain if there is a particular subject or applicable theme to adult secrets. Most research has determined that sex-related secrets are the dominant topic, followed by failure-related secrets including information that may portray or reveal a mental illness.
            22
          Sex-related does not only include events directly in relation to the act of sex itself, but also includes related activities such as sexual fantasies, perceived or real sexual inadequacies, sexual diseases, illegitimacy and abortion. Some significant examples of sex-related secrets that were volunteered during research include:

         
            
	
                  ‘I’ve been with my partner for 14 years and we’ve got kids. I’ve never told her I’m a cross dresser.’
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  ‘I am a married woman having an inappropriate (although sexless) relationship with a Roman Catholic priest.’
                        23


               	
                  ‘I have been happily married for 12 years — I had a one-night stand a few years ago. I regret it but it’s a secret and a shame I have to carry for the rest of my life.’
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            



         Failure-related secrets include a self-observation of failure in respect to various areas including financial, spiritual, physical, social and intellectual matters.
            24
          Recent research was conducted into failure-related secrets in respect to smoking during pregnancy. In this study, 34% of women surveyed who stated they were not actively smoking (while pregnant) had their failure-related secret revealed during urine analysis.
            25
          These women attempted to keep this information secret due to embarrassment and/or the way others may adversely view them should their secret (smoking during pregnancy) be revealed. Other examples of reported failure-related secrets include:

         
            
	
                  ‘My family thinks I go to church regularly, but I haven’t been for over a year.’
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  ‘I drive an expensive car and I have trendy clothes — I look successful, but my credit card debt is through the roof. Really I’m a financial failure, but no one knows, except my bank.’
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  ‘I’m in a senior management position and I supervise many people who have degrees and are more educated than me — they all assume I have a degree (or two), but I didn’t even finish high school.’
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            



         ‘Masking’ is also an often reported secret by adults. Masking relates to a person masking the truth to keep it secret by wearing a false facade. Reported examples of masking in adults include:

         
            
	
                  ‘I am a shy person but I put on an act so no one will know.’
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  ‘I’m highly unstable and insecure, but I hide this well and people come to me with their own problems expecting me to help because they consider me solid. I don’t feel competent to aid them and yet to tell them this would lower my mask and perhaps scare them away permanently.’
                        26


               	
                  ‘I suffer from deep depression, but I put on a happy face at work, I make jokes and probably over compensate to hide how I feel. No one knows how I really feel.’
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            



         It is clear that keeping secrets is a normal part of human development, though the focus of our secrets changes as we travel through our lives. Keeping serious or too many secrets can be mentally burdensome and detrimental for young children, adolescents and also adults. In future you may be in a position to use elicitation skills to assist someone who is hiding significant and detrimental information.

         Family Secrets
      

         In this section, we examine family secrets and their effect on families. It may be expected that communication with respect to secrets within families would vary depending upon a family’s configuration, i.e. traditional (mother and father), single parents and blended families (adoptive, remarried, etc.). However, research has shown that regardless of the family configuration they are all similar in respect to the number of perceived secrets, the topics of secrets and the function or aim of secrets within a family.
            27
          Some research results indicate that as high as 99% of family members keep at least one secret from one or more members of their family.
            28
          This form of secret-keeping is in fact very common — almost all of us don’t share everything with family members; primarily for privacy, acceptance and independence.

         Most families have shared jokes and family stories that are kept solely within the family; this helps strengthen family identity and closeness.
            29
          These are regular family matters and may also include unpleasant subject areas such as not being able to afford to go on holiday or one parent losing their job, or a grandparent passing away. These are not labelled a ‘family secret’, nor are matters that are discussed between parents that occur out of the hearing of the children as part of normal parenting. This type of secrecy is normal within ordinary families.

         So what is a ‘family secret’? The type of secret referred to as a ‘family secret’ goes beyond the everyday situations. Examples that may be treated by a family as a ‘family secret’ include:

         
            
	
                  A parent being addicted to prescription medication, alcohol or illegal drugs
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  A tragic incident
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  A mental disability or condition
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Abortion
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Adoption
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Incest
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  HIV/AIDs
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Same sex relationships
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Paedophilia
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Eating disorders
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Child or spousal abuse
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