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Secrecy: Unshared Realities
Zaijia Liu and Michael L Slepian
Much of the social psychological literature considers how
people engage with their social worlds. Shared reality theory
proposes that people do so for one of two reasons: to connect
with others, and to obtain others’ perspectives and insights to
understand the world around them. Although the literature on
shared reality has focused on the ways in which people develop
and maintain shared realities with those around them as well as
the consequences of achieving such shared realities, we
propose that a critical future avenue for this work is to explore
what happens when people choose to not share realities.
People do not always seek to share their experiences with
close others, but sometimes keep secrets. We propose that
while shared reality theory is founded upon why and how
people connect with others, it can also make predictions for the
mechanisms of secrecy and how it relates to well-being.
Secrecy could thwart both relational motives and epistemic
motives with harm to well-being by making people feel less
connected to others, and by preventing people from obtaining
others’ insights and perspectives with respect to the secret.
New theoretical insights would be gained from integrating
research on shared reality with research on secrecy, and future
work should investigate the intersection of the two.
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Social psychological research often considers how people
interact with their social worlds, examining how we think
about social groups, when we seek friendship, romance or
influence, when we discriminate or conform, and when
we help or aggress. It has been suggested that the complexity of our cognitive architecture reflects the evolutionary challenges of maintaining social bonds in large
and highly social groups, facilitated by communication
and language [1]. Although communication and language
certainly allow for the exchange of information, there are
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many instances in which one may choose to specifically
conceal information. For any category of social relation (e.
g., a friend, a romantic partner, a family member, a
coworker), people do not only connect with such people,
but they also sometimes hold back, and keep secrets. One
might keep a traumatic experience secret from friends,
conceal aspects of prior relationships from a romantic
partner, keep one’s finances secret from family, or conceal
unsavory personal details from coworkers. Although it is
well established that people seek to connect with others
by sharing and disclosing personal information to reveal
what they are like [2,3], and share emotional struggles
to facilitate recovery [4,5,6,7,8], this is not always the
social road we take. People also keep secrets from other
people.

Secrecy

In a recent series of studies, Slepian et al. [9] asked
2000 participants about a secret that they were currently
keeping, from which they derived 38 common categories
of secrets. Providing thousands of new participants with
the list of these 38 common categories of secrets, participants were asked if they had ever had the experience,
and if so, whether they had ever kept it secret; 97% of the
participants currently had at least one secret (from the
common set of secrets), with the average participant
having 13 of those categories of secrets, 5 of which they
have never told a single person.
Prior work thus demonstrates that people often have
many secrets, and the content of people’s secrets converges on a set of similar themes (e.g., infidelity, finances,
discontent, trauma, romantic desire, work; see the Common Secrets Questionnaire from [9]). Secrecy has also
been linked to negative health and well-being
[10,11,12,13]. Yet, secrecy is arguably understudied.
We suggest that this reflects the difficulty of bringing
secrets into the laboratory. One cannot realistically or
ethically randomly assign someone to cheat on their
spouse and keep it a secret for several years. One can,
however, measure the experience people have with such
secrecy and related downstream outcomes (e.g., [14]).
Thus, recent work has examined how people experience
their real-world secrecy to gain traction on this issue. By
measuring the experience people have with secrecy, and
how this relates to well-being, subsequent studies can
then experimentally shift those experiences to demonstrate causality.
Slepian and colleagues [9] examined two broad contexts
in which people experience secrecy, (1) a secret can come
to mind when one is in a social interaction where
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concealment is required (i.e., active concealment), and (2)
a secret can come to mind outside of a concealment
context (i.e., mind-wandering to the secret). The researchers found that people far more often mind-wander to their
secrets (outside of concealment contexts) than they conceal the secret in social situations. Additionally, when
entering — as simultaneous predictors of well-being —
the frequency of actively concealing a secret and the
frequency of mind-wandering to the secret outside of
concealment contexts, Slepian and colleagues [9] found
that the frequency of mind-wandering to secrets predicted
lower well-being, whereas the frequency of concealing
secrets had no independent effect on well-being.
Concealing a secret within a social interaction is certainly
taxing [15,16,17,18], but far more frequently, the secret
will spontaneously enter into one’s thinking, even when not
relevant to the context at hand. People likely anticipate that
they will need to occasionally conceal a secret, but they may
not foresee the frequency with which thoughts of the secret
will come to mind unbidden. Having a mind that keeps
wandering toward thoughts of a secret could be taken as a
signal of some problem [19,20,21], whereas concealing a
secret might instead feel like one is accomplishing one’s
secrecy goal. That is, the goal of a secret is to conceal when
required. Occasionally concealment happens, and it is
relatively planned for. Although taxing [15], as long as
one does not let the secret slip, active concealment constitutes successful goal pursuit.
The reviewed evidence suggests that the problem with
having a secret may not be the mechanics involved in
actively concealing it, but rather having to live with the
secret, and having to think about it. In the current paper,
we put forth new predictions about what makes having to
live with a secret so difficult, drawing insights from shared
reality theory [22]. Having a secret may be harmful to
well-being because secrecy promotes a feeling of being
less connected to others (i.e., one is alone with the
information), and also through feeling that one does
not understand the secret well (i.e., without discussing
it with others, one may not know what others think of the
secret, may fail to develop a meaningful narrative around
the secret, or lack a sense of how to productively think
about the secret and cope with it). Before outlining our
predictions in detail, we first review shared reality theory,
and relevant findings on the development and maintenance of shared reality.

Shared reality theory

Shared reality theory [22,23,24] suggests that people
are motivated to achieve alignment between their understanding of some aspect of the world with that of other
people. Specifically, a shared reality is achieved when
one’s inner states (i.e., attitudes, feelings or evaluations)
align with another person’s [22,25]. Simply happening
to have similar inner states such as mood or physiological
www.sciencedirect.com

responses would not constitute a shared reality; those
inner states must be in reference to the same target.
Shared reality theory proposes two broad motivations
for seeking shared reality, epistemic motives and relational motives [22,25]. Specifically, when people are
motivated to gain a better understanding about the world
around them (epistemic motives) or to feel more connected to other people (relational motives), they seek to
achieve a shared reality with others.
The origins of shared reality theory stem from the sayingis-believing paradigm [26]. In one version of this paradigm, participants are required to describe the characteristics of a target person to an audience, and are led to
believe that the audience either likes or dislikes the target
person. Across multiple studies, research has shown that
participants will tune their communication in line with an
audience’s expectations (see [22,25]). Thus, a successful creation of shared reality involves communication
with another person [27]. Moreover, achieving a shared
reality can feed back to change one’s cognitive representation of the target thought [22,25,28–30,31], even
influencing one’s memories of the original target information in a manner consistent with others’ perspectives
[22,25,32–36].
People seek shared reality only to the extent it fulfills
epistemic or relational motives. For instance, audience
tuning effects are stronger for communication toward
ingroup (vs. outgroup) members with whom participants
are typically more interested in connecting [23,24,33].
Likewise, people are more likely to align their view and
message about a target with someone who shares the same
status as them [22,25]. Similar effects have been found
for communicating with people who are more likeable or
similar to the participant, people who would fulfill relational motives [37–40].
For epistemic motives, audience tuning effects only occur
when an individual is trying to attain a shared understanding with others. For example, people no longer tune
their communication to an audience when they are not
trying to understand the other’s perspective, but rather
have some other goal (e.g., to entertain, to be polite [24]).
Moreover, one’s representation of a target is not biased
toward an audience’s perspective unless one believes
alignment has been achieved [32]. Individual differences
in seeking epistemic truth (e.g., need for closure) and
experimentally induced epistemic uncertainty (e.g.,
ambiguity) lead people to more strongly tune their message toward audience expectations, and exhibit greater
bias in memory toward those audience expectations
[23,25,33,41,42,43].

Secrecy: unshared realities
As reviewed, people seek to create shared realities with
others to become close and connected to other people,
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thus fulfilling relational motives, or to learn from others to
better understand the external world, thus fulfilling epistemic motives [22,25]. In this way, creating shared
realities with others allows people to survive in the
complex and social world. Without social connections
or an understanding of others’ perspectives and views,
people would be alone, lost, and ill equipped to navigate
the complexities of our social world.
And yet, connecting with others and hearing their views is
not always our goal. When someone feels that a piece of
information, if it were to get out, would bring them costs,
they may elect to keep it a secret. Research in shared
reality reliably demonstrates the conditions that promote
the seeking of shared reality (e.g., we seek to create
shared reality with people we like or feel similar to
[23,24,37,38]). Likewise, the consequences of achieving
shared reality have been well explored. For instance,
upon creating a shared reality, cognitive representations
and evaluations of the object of thought are altered
[31,32,33,39]. But what about the consequences of denying shared reality?
Prior work suggests that the harm of secrecy seems not to
be a function of having to actively conceal a secret, but
rather having to live with and think about the secret
[9,44,45]. Shared reality theory presents a lens through
which to make sense of these findings. That is, while the
goal of secrecy is to conceal information, and while such
concealment is taxing [15,16], concealment (when
required during a social interaction) could be seen as
being effective (i.e., accomplishing one’s secrecy goal).
Yet, the more a secret returns to one’s thoughts, the more
it might seem that a problem is arising from the secret, and
shared reality theory suggests two such problems with
having a secret. When thoughts of a secret come to mind,
one may be reminded of (1) the ways in which the secret
hurts relational motives (making people feel less connected to others), and (2) the ways in which the secret
hurts epistemic motives (preventing people from obtaining others’ insights and perspectives with respect to the
secret).
Future research could explore the ways in which secrecy
thwarts shared reality motives and how the attainment or
lack of attainment of these motives relates to well-being.
For example, having a secret on the mind from frequent
mind-wandering might lead one to feel the secret is
creating two problems, (1) thwarting relational motives
(leading to feelings of isolation), or (2) thwarting epistemic
motives (leading to uncertainty with the secret), both of
which in turn should predict lower well-being. Likewise,
the more one has the need to belong (seeking relational
motives), or the need for closure (seeking epistemic
motives), the more burdensome secrecy might be.
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Alternatively, it could be that each experience with
secrecy is associated with a distinct attribution of
thwarted shared reality motives. For instance, mindwandering to secrets outside of concealment contexts is
often done outside of social interactions. Thus, the
more a secret returns to one’s mind when on one’s
own, the more one might feel alone with the secret
(thwarted relational motives). In contrast, concealing a
secret during a conversation might highlight that one is
losing the opportunity to talk about the secret with that
person, and thus losing a chance to obtain their perspective, insight, or guidance (thwarted epistemic
motives). Future work should explore how the experience people have with secrecy relates to the attributions they make.
Additionally, shared reality theory may provide insight
into the process behind confiding secrets in others
[46,47]. Prior work finds that people confide in compassionate and assertive others, but not polite or enthusiastic
others [48]. Thus, people may be more likely to selectively share secrets with compassionate individuals
driven by empathic caring who would fulfill relational
motives (rather than polite individuals who are more
concerned with social norms and rules). People also
selectively share secrets with assertive individuals, and
perhaps this is because these are individuals who are
willing to take action and help talk through the secret,
which would fulfill epistemic motives (rather than enthusiastic individuals who merely enjoy social interactions).
Research should explore whether distinct shared reality
motives prompt different goals when it comes to confiding, and whether, in turn, this influences whom people
confide in.

Conclusion
Secrecy prevents achieving certain shared realities with
others. Correspondingly, secrecy should predict harm to
well-being through preventing people from connecting
with others, and through preventing people from obtaining others’ insights and perspectives. The literature on
shared reality has thus far focused on the ways in which
people develop and maintain shared realities with those
around them as well as the consequences of achieving
such shared realities. We propose a critical future avenue
for this work is to explore what happens when people seek
to deny shared realities. A more comprehensive understanding of the nature of social connections and the
processes behind their formation will likely require looking at what happens when people seek to sidestep those
social connections. And likewise, a full picture of how
people seek to verify their understanding of the broader
environment will likely need to shed light on the darker
corner of what happens when, rather than seeking or
promoting the truth, people hold back the truth and keep
secrets.
www.sciencedirect.com
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