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PREFACE



A Secret Revealed


I watched nervously as snow and ice closed down other East Coast destinations. Newsclips showed even D.C. had been brought to a standstill, but flights were still landing at New York City airports for the time being. I was lucky in the end; my flight from California made it off the ground on time, and I arrived in Manhattan without issue.


I had seen the Columbia campus only once before, as a high school student visiting the one college on my application list that I had zero chance of getting into, and now here I was, standing at the podium in the front of one of its lecture halls. My worry about the winter storms was replaced by a new anxiety. I was about to deliver my “job talk,” a ninety-minute research lecture and discussion that covered a range of topics, from how we judge others’ trustworthiness to how we judge the steepness of hills. I began the talk with my latest research on secrets.


The standard job interview in academia is an exhausting series of back-to-back meetings that you’ve spent countless hours studying for—interrupted only by the most important talk you will ever give, for which you’ve spent months preparing and practicing, and a handful of bathroom breaks, should folks remember to offer them. This interview was no different. When I began, hands went up right away, and the people raising them had questions ranging from the fundamental (what is a secret?) to the formidable (what about culture?).


But this isn’t a story about my job interview. This day is forever seared in my memory for a different reason. Besides the talk, I remember two other things: one, after a full day of meetings, my future colleagues took me out to dinner, and then some of us continued on to my hotel bar; and two, later that same night, the very research I had spent that day showcasing would take an unexpected and dramatically personal turn.


It was sometime past midnight when we ordered another round of drinks, and when I realized the night felt like one spent with good friends. The interview already felt like it was from a time long ago, a distant memory. I suddenly remembered that my phone had vibrated earlier, and so I peeked to see why. A missed call from my dad. This was highly unusual. My dad never calls out of the blue, let alone close to midnight.


Thirty minutes later, we ordered the check instead of another round, and I saw a second missed call from my dad. My mind could only conjure the worst scenarios. Surely there had been a death in the family, or some other tragedy. Whatever he wanted to talk about, it seemed like it couldn’t wait.


I returned my dad’s phone call. “I need to share something with you,” he said. “Can you sit down?” He then told me a story about my parents’ initial attempts to have children, and how they failed. Time after time, they failed, and eventually they learned why. My father is biologically unable to have children.


My father was telling me that he wasn’t my biological father: that I was conceived by artificial insemination from an anonymous donor. This secret was being revealed to me at the conclusion of one of the most important days of my professional life. I was not sitting down.


I felt light-headed. A rush of adrenaline returned in full force as if I were back at the podium giving my talk, except now I was the one with questions. My dad answered my first big one before I could even ask it. My brother, born five years later, is in fact my half-brother, conceived from a different donor.


I patiently listened until my father finished his bombshell of a story. Then it was my turn. I reassured him that what he told me did not change anything between us. He’s my father, as he always has been. But I had questions. Why was this secret kept from me? Why was he telling me about it, and why now? Who else knew? It turned out that all my grandparents, uncles, and aunts—the entire family apart from my brother and me—had known the whole time. How in the world did everyone manage to keep this secret for so long, and what was it like to do so?


I’ve spent the past ten years conducting research that speaks to the very questions I asked my dad that night. It would later dawn on me that my century-old field had yet to establish a psychology of secrecy precisely because it hadn’t been asking questions like these. Psychologists have long been interested in how people form relationships and connect with each other; but why we hold back from others, and the consequences of not letting other people into our inner worlds, has largely been overlooked.


Prior researchers assumed that hiding information during conversations was the whole of secrecy, and they designed clever experiments based on that assumption. But when we look at real secrets such as the ones you are currently keeping, and when we ask how they affect you from day to day, a different picture begins to emerge.


More than a story of sneakiness or deceit, the story of secrecy is one of the inner workings of the mind, our sense of self and our relationships, how we cope with life’s challenges, and what makes us human.


All people have secrets, but not all secrets are alike. Some secrets don’t hurt, and others do. But which secrets hurt, and why? Psychologists had yet to ask this question the night I learned my family’s secret, but in my research I’ve asked it more than a hundred times since. Thanks to tens of thousands of research participants who have shared their secrets with me, we can now shine a light on the secret life of secrets, and reveal the multiple ways in which they pervade our lives and what we can do to better live alongside them.


We may not want our secrets to be known, but we do want our selves to be known. Navigating this tension is key to our relationships with others. One of the core reasons that secrets are so difficult to keep is that secrecy goes against our human impulse to share our experiences with others. Indeed, not all secrets remain secrets. Sometimes we confess. Other times we confide.


Whether or not your secrets remain hidden, you will come away from this book with a better understanding of why we keep secrets, how they affect us in ways that you might not be aware of, and how to thrive while carrying them.










CHAPTER 1



What Is a Secret?


The very first scene of The Sopranos, the HBO show that set the course for a new age of television, begins with a secret. Tony Soprano is sitting in a waiting room and he is looking around the room. It’s quiet enough to hear a clock ticking, which makes the sound of a suddenly opened door startling. Dr. Melfi calls Tony into her office, he follows her in, and they both take a seat. Tony has the posture of somebody who is trying to look relaxed more than someone who is truly at ease. He looks to Dr. Melfi expectantly. She returns his gaze. The silence is awkward and Tony taps his fingers to fill it. He breaks eye contact, glances up and away and then looks back into her eyes, and breathes in deeply.


Tony Soprano is seeing a therapist. He doesn’t want a soul to know. If any of his pals and business associates were to learn of it, they would think less of him; he is sure of it. It would make him look soft and weak; hardly what one would want to project as the head of an organized crime ring. Tony knows there is little risk of his secret being discovered. After all, in his line of work, secrecy is a job requirement; it’s even central to the oath of Omertà, the code of silence that criminal organizations have upheld for centuries. And it’s not like “Are you seeing a therapist?” is a question that comes up in everyday conversation. Yet the secret weighs heavily on him. Why was this secret so burdensome for Tony?


Psychologists have long believed that secrets take a toll on our mental and physical health, but the question of why has proved difficult to answer. For years, most researchers assumed that the act of hiding our secrets was what made secrets harmful to our health. The classic study design placed research participants in conversation with another person, from whom they were asked to conceal a secret. Often, the other person in the study was instructed to ask questions about the very secret the participant was instructed to hide. But does this situation capture the full scope of how people experience their secrets?


DEFINING SECRECY


“Nothing is harder than living with a secret that can’t be spoken.” Edward Snowden wasn’t worried about people asking about his secret, but rather was worried about how he could safely get his secret out. Snowden discovered that the National Security Agency was secretly engaging in mass global surveillance. “They could just spy on the world without telling a soul,” he wrote in his autobiography. Snowden believed that the program undermined the very purpose of the NSA, which was to protect civil liberties, not violate them.


Snowden decided to become a whistleblower, but this presented two problems. First, there was the scope and complexity of the surveillance system. For the information to be credible, Snowden needed to reveal how the surveillance program worked. “The way to reveal a secret program might have been merely to describe its existence, but the way to reveal programmatic secrecy was to describe its workings,” he later wrote. “This required documents, the agency’s actual files—as many as necessary to expose the scope of the abuse,” which brings us to the second problem. The U.S. government does not take kindly toward the illegal leaking of classified information. “I knew that disclosing even one PDF would be enough to earn me prison.”


Every move had to go undetected. While the NSA computers in use sent data processing and storage to the cloud, leaving digital paper trails, Snowden realized that the old NSA computers no longer in use, just sitting in an office discarded, could not be so easily tracked. But it would look strange if anyone saw him using those ancient computers, and so he copied the critical files at odd hours under the cover of darkness. “I’d be sweating, seeing shadows and hearing footsteps around every corner.” He downloaded files to a tiny memory card—one too small to set off any metal detectors—which he carried out of the building hidden in his pocket and, on one occasion, inside his Rubik’s Cube. “In other attempts, I carried a card in my sock, or, at my most paranoid, in my cheek, so I could swallow it if I had to.”


To leave no digital trace that could be connected back to him, Snowden would drive around Oahu, Hawaii, where he was stationed, intercepting Wi-Fi connections and sending the files off, using a different network each time. “I contacted the journalists under a variety of identities, disposable masks worn for a time and then discarded . . . You can’t really appreciate how hard it is to stay anonymous online until you’ve tried to operate as if your life depended on it.”


Snowden spent more than six months documenting the secret surveillance program and surreptitiously sharing it with journalists. After the final files were sent, the next stage of his plan was to flee the country. Snowden could not even tell his girlfriend of his plan. The stakes were too high. “Not wishing to cause her any more harm than I was already resigned to causing, I kept silent, and in my silence I was alone.”


On the same day his girlfriend, now wife, left for a camping trip, Snowden fled to Hong Kong, where he waited for two journalists to arrive. Days later, the world would learn about the NSA’s mass global surveillance and a photo of Snowden would be plastered across every news program.


Snowden described the experience of keeping his secret as isolating, and spoke of the frustration of not having someone to talk to. “Hadn’t I gotten used to being alone, after all those years spent hushed and spellbound in front of a screen? . . . But I was human, too, and the lack of companionship was hard. Each day was haunted by struggle, as I tried and failed to reconcile the moral and the legal, my duties and my desires.” Snowden also made a distinction between the classified information that he and his coworkers were together keeping secret, and his own secret: he was going to blow the whistle. “At least you’re part of a team: though your work may be secret, it’s a shared secret, and therefore a shared burden. There is misery but also laughter. When you have a real secret, though, that you can’t share with anyone, even the laughter is a lie. I could talk about my concerns, but never about where they were leading me.”


You might not be a New Jersey mob boss, nor is it likely that you’ve ever discovered a top-secret government program, but Tony Soprano’s and Edward Snowden’s struggles with secrets may feel familiar all the same. Beyond the drama of organized crime, Tony struggled with anxiety and depression. And aside from the international intrigue of a massive spying program, Snowden’s fundamental struggle with his secret was that of feeling isolated and alone. Despite their ability to successfully hide their secrets in conversation, Tony Soprano and Edward Snowden felt burdened by their secrets.


Being asked a question about your secret might be the most awkward experience you can imagine, but how common of an experience is this, really? I’ve never outright asked any of my friends, even my best friends, if they ever cheated on their partner, had an abortion, were abused during their childhood, and so on. Dodging questions about our secrets doesn’t happen in real life as often as it does in our worst fears, or in psychology experiments for that matter. In fact, that kind of situation captures only a small slice of the experience of secrecy.


So then, what is a secret? Secrets are not physical things out in the world. You can’t put one under a microscope, and there is no region of the brain where all our secrets sit. And while hiding information is an action that you may take to keep a secret, this action is not the secret itself. The problem with defining secrecy by the actions we take to hide secrets is that we don’t have to hide them very often, and hiding them is not necessarily difficult. When asked where he was earlier in the day, for example, Tony Soprano could easily come up with any number of responses instead of answering truthfully, “I was at therapy.” And plenty of secrets don’t require upkeep or lies to maintain. This is why we must define secrecy not as something we do, but as an intention: I intend for people to not learn this thing.


When we recognize that dodging questions and biting our tongues in conversation is only a single chapter in the story of secrecy, a much broader understanding of secrets—and the roles they play in our lives—can come into focus.


SCALING HILLS


At our holiday party one year, with the living room lights on low, my wife and I put on a video of a fireplace with a burning log to heighten the cozy vibe. The internet is replete with options for those seeking such a video, and the one we chose was several hours long, even featuring realistic crackling sounds. Several partygoers independently remarked that they could almost feel the warmth of the fire emanating from the TV. This wasn’t because our TV was overheating or that our friends were drunk and confused. The experience of being washed in orange and yellow light with crackling sounds is something we very much associate with the feeling of physical warmth, such as when in front of a real fireplace or campfire.


Neuroimaging studies find that imagining a sensation activates the same neural regions associated with experiencing the sensation. This explains not only the fireplace illusion, but also why it is easier to picture an image with your eyes closed rather than open. It is distracting to look at something when trying to visually imagine something else, because the brain regions involved in both processes are the same.


My original interest in secrecy was in this vein. In a manner similar to the fireplace illusion (where partygoers had the uncanny perception of warmth that wasn’t actually there), I wondered: Could thinking about a secret lead to a perception like that of carrying physical weight, making other tasks seem more effortful and challenging?


People talk about secrets in a curious way, often in terms of carrying them around and being weighed down by them. Interested in this physical weight metaphor for being burdened, I ran a study in which I randomly assigned a group of online research participants to do one of two things. I asked one group to think about a “big” secret they were keeping, and another group of participants to think about a “small” one. Then we showed a series of images, asking participants to provide their best estimate of what they saw. In one, participants saw a lush green park and were asked what temperature it appeared to be outside. But the real number we cared about was their answer to the next question. We showed the participants an image of a grassy hill and asked them to estimate the steepness of the incline in degrees.


When people feel fatigued, they judge the world around them as more challenging and forbidding, judging hills as steeper and distances as farther. This is not a bug but a feature of the human perceptual system. On a hike, you wouldn’t want to be cutting it close, having just barely enough energy to get to the top. Overestimating the steepness of a hill—and therefore the work required to scale it—prevents us from embarking on overly ambitious climbs. And this is just what our research participants, like the many who came before them, did. They overestimated the hill’s slant (judging the approximately 25-degree hill, shown face-on, to be about 40 degrees steep). But the participants who thought about big secrets judged the hill as even steeper. They perceived the world around them as if they were carrying a greater burden.


Before you take out your protractor, know that these perceived hill slants are interesting only to the extent that they capture feeling like the external world poses challenges. In another study, we directly measured this. We recruited people who were currently in a relationship, and after asking some questions about their relationship, we hit them with a big one: Have you ever been unfaithful? If they said yes, we then asked them how preoccupied they were with the infidelity, specifically how much they thought about it and how much it bothered them. And then we asked them how effortful it would be to perform a variety of tasks: carrying groceries upstairs, walking a dog, and helping someone move. The more preoccupied the participants were with their infidelity, the more effortful they found those other tasks.


When partygoers felt the heat of a fictional fire, their brain’s perceptual system was responsible: it was whispering warmth. And here, when participants were preoccupied by their secret infidelities, and other tasks seemed more effortful, again their perceptual system was responsible: it was whispering burdened.


It’s likely I would have stopped studying secrecy at this point had it not been for one thing. When another research team repeated the hill study, the results didn’t replicate; they did not consistently find a difference in judged hill slants after thinking about “big” versus “small” secrets. And so, I went back to the lab to determine what went wrong. Suddenly, I saw an anonymous reviewer’s question on the research in a new light: When asking participants to think about a secret—and varying just one word across the two requests—what did the researchers mean by a “big” versus a “small” secret? The reviewer added: “big secrets” don’t necessarily have to be “heavy secrets.”


Years later, I would prove that reviewer right. When we ran our original study again, we asked the participants how preoccupied they were with their secret (as we had of the participants who committed infidelity). The participants who thought of “big” secrets reported being somewhat more preoccupied by their secrets, relative to the participants who thought of “small” secrets, but it turned out that the “size” of the secret wasn’t what mattered. Rather, the more preoccupied participants were by their secret, the steeper they judged the hill to be.


Thinking back to the secret I revealed in the Preface, by most standards, “I am not your biological father” is a big secret. But having to carry this secret was not always burdensome for my parents. Much of the time, the secret was far from their minds. Other times not so much, such as when people would remark that my brother took after my father whereas I took after my mother, making the secret impossible for my parents to ignore. Which child looks more like which parent is a typical conversation with new parents, and so the secret was more burdensome during those early years. But that burden would fade over time, they told me, until something would occasionally happen to bring the secret back to the top of their minds. It was always the same “big” secret, but it wasn’t always preoccupying. This distinction would prove important.


We ran the hill slant study again, and specifically asked one group of participants to think about a secret that preoccupies them. As we suspected, those participants more consistently judged the hill as steeper than those asked to think about a non-preoccupying secret. Taken together, these studies suggested that even if a secret seems “big,” it is not necessarily burdensome to carry, and the secrets that occupy our thoughts are the ones that come with the most mental weight.


The more frequently participants had their secrets on their minds, the more thinking about those secrets was associated with a sense of burden.


But nobody was hiding anything at any point during these studies. There was no second person asking questions, let alone those designed to make it difficult for the participants to keep their secret. And yet, just like Tony Soprano and Edward Snowden, my participants felt burdened by their secrets when nobody was asking about them.


THE SECRETS WE KEEP


Take a moment to consider the following experiences. For each one, ask yourself: Have I had an experience like that? And if so, was it ever a secret? Even if you have discussed the experience with someone, if you still intend to keep it from someone else, then it would still count as a secret.




• Hurt another person (emotionally or physically).


• Illegal drug use, or abuse of a legal drug (e.g., alcohol, painkillers).


• Habit or addiction (but not involving drugs).


• Theft (any kind of taking without asking).


• Something illegal (other than drugs or theft).


• Physical self-harm.


• Abortion.


• A traumatic experience (other than the above).


• A lie.


• A violation of someone’s trust (other than by a lie).


• Romantic desire (while single).


• Romantic discontent (being unhappy in a relationship).


• Extra-relational thoughts (thoughts about having relations with another person while in a relationship).


• Emotional infidelity (having an inappropriate emotional connection with someone, engaging in something intimate other than sex).


• Sexual infidelity.


• A relationship with someone who is cheating on someone else to be with you.


• Social discontent (unhappy with a friend, or unhappy with current social life).


• Physical discontent (dislike of appearance or something physical about yourself).


• Mental health struggles.


• Inappropriate behavior at work or school (or lying to get hired or accepted).


• Poor performance at work or school.


• Profession/work discontent (unhappy with your situation at work or school).


• A planned marriage proposal.


• A planned surprise for someone (other than a marriage proposal).


• A hidden hobby or possession.


• A hidden current (or past) relationship.


• A family secret.


• Pregnancy.


• Sexual orientation or gender identity.


• Sexual behavior (other than sexual orientation).


• Not having sex.


• A hidden preference (or non-preference) for something.


• A hidden belief (e.g., political, religious, views about social groups, prejudices).


• Finances (e.g., spending, amount of money you have).


• A hidden current (or past) employment or school activity.


• An ambition, plan, or goal for yourself.


• Unusual or counternormative behavior (unrelated to the above).


• A specific story you keep secret (unrelated to the above).





These are the most common types of secrets that people keep—38 in total. I should mention that these categories come from a survey I conducted of 2,000 people living in the United States that simply asked: What is a secret that you are currently keeping?


There were a few distinctions that our participants cared about, which we respected when making the list. For example, the difference between so-called emotional infidelity and sexual infidelity was clearly important to the people with the secret, and so the list makes this distinction. Likewise, illegal drug use could have been lumped with other illegal activity, but our participants were telling us that drug use was the more pertinent issue at hand, not whether it was legal or not. And theft, which we broadly define as taking without asking, was often seen as its own category: maybe you stole something as a child once, or you “borrowed” something knowing that you would never return it (I’ll admit here to both, helping myself to my brother’s Halloween candy and a friend’s pair of socks). Many of these secrets deal with relationships and sex, a theme we’ll see again and again. Others deal with our ambitions, our careers, our finances. Still others lay bare our shames and embarrassments.


When my colleagues and I use this list in our studies, we provide examples of what we mean by “a violation of someone’s trust” (snooping on someone, revealing others’ information without their knowledge or consent, breaking or losing something that belongs to someone without telling). Likewise, for “romantic desire,” we provide a few examples so that our participants know what we have in mind (having a crush on someone, being in love with someone, wanting relations with a specific person). For the mental health category, we also give examples (fears, anxieties, depression, mental disorders, eating disorders). And likewise, we offer examples for sexual behavior: pornography, masturbation, fantasies, kinks, etc.—letting that “etc.” stand in for the cornucopia of sexual proclivities that one might keep secret.


I’ve shared this list with more than 50,000 research participants living across the United States and across the globe. On average, they indicate having had 21 of the 38 experiences, 13 of which they keep secret. And 97% of my participants say they currently have at least one of the secrets from the list. (These numbers primarily reflect my American participants. We’ll look at my global sample when we consider the role of culture in Chapter 8, but for better and for worse, I find that secrets affect us in similar ways, wherever we’re from.)
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BY THE NUMBERS



Among more than 50,000 research participants I’ve surveyed, the most common secrets include a lie we’ve told (69%), romantic desire (61%), sex (58%), and finances (58%).


Next, about half of my participants report having a family secret, a secret ambition, or secret “extra-relational thoughts” (defined as having thoughts about relations with another person while already in a relationship). Former president Jimmy Carter once shocked the nation with colorful language, admitting to having this very secret in an interview with Playboy during his presidential campaign, saying, “I’ve looked on a lot of women with lust. I’ve committed adultery in my heart many times.”


Of course, you can’t keep an experience secret unless you’ve had that experience, which is why we have to look at not just the overall percentage of people who keep a given secret (the total count divided by the number surveyed—the graph on the left). We also need to examine what percentage of people with the experience keep it secret (the count of people with a given experience who keep it secret divided by the total number of people who’ve ever had the experience, secret or not—the graph on the right).


For example, 36% of all my participants say they have a secret about cheating at work or school. Among those who have ever cheated at work or school, however, most keep it secret from at least some people (69%).


Having a secret about extra-relational thoughts is more common (50%) than having a secret emotional infidelity (34%) or a secret sexual infidelity (21%). This is primarily because, whether they keep it secret or not, more people have the first experience (65%), than either of the latter two (48% and 31%, respectively). But also, among those with the experience, extra-relational thoughts are more frequently kept secret (77%), compared to emotional infidelity (71%) and sexual infidelity (68%).


The least commonly kept secrets include sexual orientation (12%), pregnancy (12%), a marriage proposal (10%), and abortion (9%). Relative to all the other secrets on the list, fewer people in my sample currently have these secrets.


Abortion is the least common experience on the list: 17% of the women in my data report having had an abortion, which is consistent with the national average. Among those with this experience, however, most keep it a secret from at least some people (72%).


Being pregnant or planning to propose marriage to your partner are less common secrets as well, but for a different reason. These secrets (along with other surprises) can only be kept for so long, so fewer people have these secrets at any given time. These more positive secrets are also kept for different reasons than many other types of secrets, something we’ll talk about in Chapter 7.


While all secrets share an element of intention, that intention need not apply to all situations or people. Some secrets you keep entirely to yourself, and others you’ve shared with at least one person but still keep from others. And so, you could have many secrets, but very few that you keep entirely to yourself. On average, I find people concurrently have five secrets they’ve never told anyone about (a “complete secret”) and eight more secrets they have discussed with at least one person but still intend to keep from others (a “confided secret”). This is where the average total of thirteen secrets comes from.


Some secrets are more frequently confided than others. For example, among people who say they have a detail about finances that one might keep secret, 53% keep it secret but have also confided in someone, and 24% keep it entirely to themselves (the remainder do not keep it secret). Compare these numbers to those around “extra-relational thoughts.” Among people who’ve had romantic or sexual thoughts about another person outside of their relationship, only 28% confide in someone about having this secret, and 49% keep it entirely to themselves. Confiding in others usually brings benefits, but not always. We’ll discuss confessing and confiding in Chapter 6.


When I say that people on average have thirteen secrets from the list at any given time, you should take that to be an underestimate, as what this count really reflects is the number of categories of secrets people have. You could have two or more secrets that fall into the same category, especially for those that are broad, such as finances, sexual behavior, violating someone’s trust, or doing something illegal.


You might be wondering how else these secrets compare to each other. Are some more harmful than others? We can’t answer that question just yet. To do so, we need some way to compare the secrets to each other, some ruler to hold them up against. We’ll talk about that in Chapter 4.


The list of secrets I’ve shared with you won’t include every single secret you have, as secrets can be about anything. But the list is fairly comprehensive. When I ask people to simply tell me about a secret they are keeping, 92% of the time it fits into one of the 38 categories from our list. This, as we will see in the coming chapters, means that we are not so alone in the secrets we keep, despite how isolating the experience of secrecy can feel. Far from being what makes us different from others, secrecy is what we have in common.


IS IT A SECRET?


When you go through the 38 categories, there may be a few for which you think, Well, I have had this experience, and I don’t really tell people about it, but is it a secret?


What sets a secret apart from other things we don’t talk about is an intention—specifically, the intention to keep the information unknown. To help identify which experiences count as a secret, we need to distinguish secrecy from privacy.


You can draw a line between secrecy and privacy by considering secrecy as an intention to hold specific information back, and privacy as a reflection of how much you broadcast personal information, in general. People who are more private require closeness before they let you in. Yet those who are less private may be happy to disclose personal information, and not just to friends and family, but to coworkers, acquaintances, and even people they’ve just met. You may not want to discuss your sexual experiences at work out of concern for privacy (and for what is appropriate), but this is very different from wanting to keep some specific experience a secret. In both cases, you are taking control of your personal information, but for different reasons.


Aside from sex, money is another example of something you may not talk about but may not be intentionally keeping secret. You might not talk about your paycheck out of concern for privacy, rather than wanting nobody to ever know what it looks like. At the same time, there may be other specifics you intend to keep hidden, such as a particularly unwise financial decision. These examples help us see that privacy and secrecy can coexist, and there can be gray area in between. So, can we ever really separate them? Yes, and the person who knows best—whether something is private or secret—is you.


I find in my research that the more immoral we consider a personal experience or action, the more it feels like a secret, rather than something that is merely private. I also find that the more we think others would find the information relevant to their own lives, the more something unsaid feels like secrecy instead of privacy.


We know this from a study involving 1,000 participants in committed relationships. I asked the participants to think about something they had not disclosed to their romantic partner. This was easy for them to do. We all have many such things, ranging from the consequential to the mundane. Some of the things people hadn’t disclosed were acts they considered highly immoral, like cheating on their partner and misrepresenting their past. The participants said that these felt very much like secrets. But other things did not seem immoral. For example, one participant told me he quite enjoys having the apartment to himself, and doesn’t mind when his partner is away for the weekend. In fact, it makes him quite happy. Another participant told me that her partner doesn’t know how much she spends on yarn. These things didn’t feel like they mattered all that much, and so not mentioning them didn’t feel like keeping secrets.


A commonly avoided topic within romantic relationships is information about past relationships. Sure, when we first get together with someone there is some pertinent information to trade, but we tend not to see much value in discussing the intimate facts with our current partner. It’s not that this information is being held back, but rather we have no need to talk about it.


I find in my research that there is another major reason you may choose to avoid a conversation topic: you are trying to avoid a conflict. A conversation at the Thanksgiving table might turn toward politics, where your views are well known and not secret. But you might prefer to stay tight-lipped rather than get into a fight. Perhaps you know that you are not going to change your family member’s mind on a political issue, so why bother? You might even have the perfect comeback on the tip of your tongue and yet you hold it back. This is very different from, out of fear of being judged, not wanting other people to know who you voted for in a recent election.


You can bite your tongue in conversation for any number of reasons, of which secrecy is only one. Whatever actions you take around keeping your secret, and whatever the context is that surrounds this decision, what is common across all secrets is one thing: you intend for other people to not learn the information. This is what makes something a secret.



THE SECRETS YOU KEEP



When I share my list of the 38 common secrets, people are often interested in how their number of current secrets compares to the average number we see in our research, 13. Often, the question they have in mind is: Am I more secretive than the average person? To answer this question, it’s important to understand that the number of secrets you have from the list captures not only how many secrets you have, but also how often you get yourself into the kinds of situations that people tend to keep secret. So, what makes us more or less likely to land in such situations? And when we do, what makes us more or less likely to keep them secret?


When we start talking about tendencies for secrecy, we bump right up into personality psychology. A common way of measuring personality is to ask about five broad traits: Openness (open to new experiences and to things being complicated), Conscientiousness (organized, disciplined), Extraversion (enthusiastic, social), Agreeableness (polite, eager to please), and Neuroticism (the less polite word for high negative emotion; many prefer to call this “low emotional stability” instead). Just remember the acronym OCEAN if you ever need this information in an emergency.


My research finds that someone who is more secretive (whether having had many experiences from the list or just a few) tends to be less extraverted and less emotionally stable, but more conscientious. The profile of someone more likely to get involved in the kinds of situations that people keep secret, however, is that of someone who is open, extraverted, and emotionally stable, but less agreeable and less conscientious.


This means that while extraversion gets you into more situations that people might keep secret, it is also associated with keeping fewer secrets. Neuroticism and conscientiousness are associated with getting less involved in these situations, but keeping more of them secret.


In general, we see lower well-being among people who are more secretive. But simply having more experiences that people tend to keep secret is not associated with lower well-being.


This is good news. Having many experiences on the list of commonly kept secrets does not mean that you have to suffer. It is keeping these experiences secret that brings potential harm to your well-being, and possibly to your relationships.


You might have noticed that the categories of secrets on our list are those kept by adults. These describe the bulk of our secrets, because people have far more years of adulthood than childhood during which to keep secrets. But adulthood is not where the story of secrecy begins.
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