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Secrecy is common and psychologically costly. Research shows that secrets have high emotional stakes, but
no research has directly tested how people regulate their emotions about secrets. To fill this gap, we con-
ducted an experimental study (Study 1), then moved to studying secrecy “in the wild” to capture regulatory
processes as they unfold in everyday life (Studies 2 and 3). In Study 1 (N = 498), people reported using
different strategies to regulate emotions about secrets compared to matched nonsecrets. In two daily diary
studies (Nsway 2 = 174, 1,059 surveys; Nsway 3 = 240, 2,764 surveys), participants reported engaging in accep-
tance, distraction, and expressive suppression most—and social sharing least—to manage emotions about
secrets. Moreover, in testing which kinds of secrets required most regulation, Study 3 suggested that signifi-
cant, negative, controllable, and socially harmful secrets were associated with greater use of rumination,
distraction, and suppression; perceived immorality of keeping secrets was associated with greater use of
reappraisal; and secret discoverability did not differentially predict regulation strategies. Our findings
indicate that when regulating emotions about their secrets, people appear to prioritize their intention to
keep secret information hidden, despite potential well-being costs that may come with enacting this
intention. Understanding the regulatory processes involved in secrecy is a foundation on which future
research can build to identify ways of alleviating the burden of secrecy.
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“Secrets are like bees. They have the power to sting you many times
over. It’s best to keep them locked up.” (Kidd, 2003)

We all waver sometimes about whether to reveal or conceal personal
information. Whether the information is trivial or significant, recent or
time-worn, positive or negative, people often choose to keep it secret
from others. This is the topic of an emerging literature in the field of infor-
mation regulation investigating the psychological costs of secrecy (e.g.,
Bingley et al., 2022; Slepian, 2022). What is missing from this literature
is an interrogation of the regulation of emotions about secrets. As Kidd’s
quote alludes, people feel strongly about information they choose to keep
secret, and about the act of secrecy itself (e.g., Bianchi et al., 2024;
Slepian et al., 2019). Thus, knowing how people manage their emotions
about secrets is critical to gaining a full understanding of secrecy. In an

experiment and two daily diary studies, we investigate the strategies peo-
ple engage to regulate emotions about secrets.

The Emotional Side of Secrecy

Secrecy is both common and consequential. According to one
estimate, 97% of people are keeping a secret at any given time,
and the average person keeps up to 13 secrets at once (Bianchi et
al., 2024; Slepian et al., 2017). This ubiquity is worth noting,
given that research shows secrecy is entangled with affective expe-
riences. For instance, people report feeling guilt and shame when
they think about secrets (Finkenauer & Rimé, 1998; Slepian,
Kirby, & Kalokerinos, 2020). Indeed, recent work suggests that feel-
ings of shame may underpin the broader well-being costs of secrecy
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(Liu et al., 2023). Keeping information secret also seems to evoke a
broader range of negative emotions, including feeling worried,
depressed, and lonely (Davis & Brazeau, 2021; Maas et al., 2012).
For example, research has found that people feel anxious keeping
secrets, and report being fearful of secrets being discovered by others
(Davis et al., 2021). It is also possible that secrets may be associated
with positive emotions: either in their absence, or—in the rare case
of positive secrets—presence of emotions like pride, excitement, or
gratitude (Bianchi et al., 2024; Slepian et al., 2023).

These prior findings reveal the emotional stakes of secrecy. Our
interest in the present research is in how people seek to manage
their affective experiences when they keep a secret. To study this,
we turn to the literature on emotion regulation, which is defined as
people’s attempts to influence which emotions they have, when they
have them and how they experience or express those emotions
(Gross et al., 2006). Depending on the strategies people use, emotion
regulation has the potential to improve one’s emotional state (Aldao et
al., 2010; Gross, 2015; Webb et al., 2012). What may be helpful emo-
tionally in the moment, however, may not be practicable—or may
even be counterproductive—when keeping a secret. For instance,
sharing feelings about the secret with others may avail people of social
benefits (e.g., validation; gaining a different perspective; Marroquin,
2011; Rimé, 2009), but could be a risky strategy, because it creates
opportunities for the secret to slip out. Accordingly, we aimed to
understand which regulation strategies people deploy to address the
emotions they feel about secrets. In doing so, we draw on theoretical
insights from two hitherto unconnected literatures on information reg-
ulation and emotion regulation.

Regulating Information and Emotion

Information regulation and emotion regulation share theoretical
DNA, beyond the obvious fact that both involve exerting control
over thoughts, feelings, or behavior. Recent developments in the
secrecy literature have brought these similarities into focus.
According to the process model of having and keeping secrets
(Slepian, 2022), when people set an intention to keep information
from others (i.e., a secret), this intention makes the mind more sen-
sitive to environmental cues related to that secret. The model
describes two pathways through which the secrecy process unfolds,
depending on whether or not the environment requires one to con-
ceal the secret. In the concealment pathway, when cues are activated
and concealment is required, people might engage in behaviors to
keep the secret hidden. For instance, people might monitor and
inhibit leakages of information related to the secret (Critcher &
Ferguson, 2014; Finkenauer & Rimé, 1998; Smart & Wegner,
1999). In the mind-wandering pathway, when cues are activated
but concealment is not required, people’s minds are free to wander
to thoughts of the secret. This means that people can become preoc-
cupied with thoughts concerning the secret (e.g., Davis et al., 2021;
Pennebaker, 1989). In fact, empirical evidence shows that mind-
wandering to secrets is more frequent and more damaging to well-
being than concealment (Slepian et al., 2017; Slepian, Greenaway,
& Masicampo, 2020).

The comparatively more established field of emotion regulation
also studies processes—specifically, strategies—that contribute to
well-being. The original process model of emotion regulation
(Gross, 1998) identified five families of emotion regulation strate-
gies through which people manage their emotions. Research
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shows that these different emotion regulation strategies have differ-
ent consequences for how a person feels, thinks, and acts, both
immediately and over the longer term.

Combining insights from both literatures, we aim to identify
which strategies people use to manage emotions about their own
secrets. Drawing from theory in the secrecy domain, we identify
three regulatory processes relevant to managing secret information:
inhibition (i.e., keeping thoughts or feelings hidden), preoccupation
(i.e., dwelling on thoughts or feelings), and social relations (i.e.,
including or excluding others from one’s thoughts or feelings).
Drawing from theory in the emotion regulation domain, we propose
that certain emotion-based strategies may be deployed in the service
of these secret regulatory processes.

Inhibition

The goal of secrecy is to keep information hidden, thus necessitat-
ing inhibition to keep the secret under wraps (Pennebaker, 1985).
Specifically, when secret keepers find themselves in situations
requiring concealment, they may need to engage in behaviors in
line with their secrecy goal, including verbal inhibition (Slepian,
2022). While inhibition is effortful and can be fatiguing (i.e.,
Inzlicht & Schmeichel, 2012; Slepian et al., 2012), when success-
fully enacted, secrecy can prevent damage to one’s reputation or
relationships (McDonald et al., 2020).

Inhibition in emotion regulation is studied in relation to inhibiting
the expression of emotion, a strategy referred to as expressive sup-
pression. Ironically, expressive suppression can leave emotion expe-
rience unchanged (Kalokerinos et al., 2015), or sometimes backfire
to increase the emotion experience (Tull et al., 2010). As a result, this
strategy may be ineffective at managing emotions and can actually
compromise well-being (Gross & John, 2003; Tull et al., 2010).
Nevertheless, this strategy may be employed to manage emotions
about secrets, if efforts to inhibit information from becoming
known spread to nonverbal channels.

Preoccupation

Even when verbal inhibition is not required, one can still be cued
to a secret (Slepian, 2022). For instance, a personal loan advertise-
ment may prompt thoughts (and feelings of anxiety or guilt) about
a growing debt one keeps hidden from their family and friends, with-
out calling for the need to actively conceal that debt from others.
When this happens, people become preoccupied with thoughts of
the secret, such that the mind returns over and over to the secret
and its implications (Davis et al., 2021; Pennebaker, 1989). While
people report wanting to engage with thoughts of significant secrets
(Slepian, Greenaway, & Masicampo, 2020), this preoccupation
tends be detrimental for well-being (Slepian et al., 2017). Indeed,
at extreme levels, consistent mind-wandering to secrets may repre-
sent a dysregulated mind incapable of disengaging from or resolving
bothersome thoughts (e.g., Slepian et al., 2015, 2016).

This thought process has parallels with rumination, an emotion
regulation strategy which directs attention repetitively toward emo-
tional elements of a situation, usually with costs to well-being
(Nolen-Hoeksema, 2000). Rumination appears to be detrimental
by impeding, rather than enhancing, problem solving about what-
ever is causing one’s emotional state (Marchetti et al., 2016). On
the other side of the attentional coin, people may use the opposite
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strategy of distraction. This strategy involves directing attention
away from emotional elements of a situation, or engaging one’s
attention elsewhere (Gross & Thompson, 2007; Webb et al.,
2012). Hence, people may manage emotions about secrecy by dwell-
ing on what the secret means and how it makes them feel, or by dis-
engaging from thoughts about the secret and its implications.

Social Relations

Secrecy is a social act, requiring information to be kept from oth-
ers (Bedrov et al., 2021; Bingley et al., 2022). Accordingly, social
interaction is one cue that can both bring a secret to mind and neces-
sitate secret concealment (Bianchi et al., 2024; Slepian, 2022). In
these interactions, people may use socially oriented strategies to reg-
ulate emotions and information that they do or do not wish others to
know. Social sharing is a strategy that involves discussing emotional
experiences with others (Rimé et al., 1992) and generally has well-
being benefits (Gable et al., 2004; Rimé, 2007). Emotions convey
social information (Van Kleef, 2009), and hence, secret-keepers
might be less likely to reveal their emotions to others for fear of giv-
ing themselves away. As such, people may manage emotions about
secrecy by not sharing their emotions with others.

Other Processes

We identified three processes in the secrecy literature—inhibition,
preoccupation, and social relations—that may be facilitated by four
strategies commonly studied in the emotion regulation literature:
suppression, rumination, distraction, and social sharing. Within the
context of secrecy, suppression, rumination, and distraction may
be used more than other strategies, and social sharing less. To extend
understanding of the processes people may use to cope with secrecy,
we also explored the degree to which two additional strategies—
acceptance and reappraisal—are used to manage emotions about
secrets.

Acceptance, broadly defined as recognizing and embracing emo-
tions rather than wanting to change them (Hofmann & Asmundson,
2008), is one of the most used emotion regulation strategies in every-
day life (Heiy & Cheavens, 2014; Southward et al., 2019). Some
therapies suggest that acceptance is helpful when dealing with self-
conscious emotions like shame and guilt, which are experienced
commonly in secrecy (Heppner et al., 2015). Cognitive reappraisal,
whereby people reinterpret the meaning of an experience to change
its emotional impact, is also generally considered a helpful strategy
(Gross & John, 2003). Despite its popularity in academic circles,
people use reappraisal relatively little in everyday life (Brans
et al., 2013) and find the strategy difficult to implement
(Kalokerinos et al., 2015). Yet, people might use this strategy
when it comes to their secrets, because keeping information from
others limits their ability to access other people’s perspectives, and
may instead require personal perspective change. For instance, a per-
son keeping secret that they are discontented in their romantic rela-
tionship may be understandably loath to ask their partner for advice
about this experience. Instead, this person may remind themselves
that all relationships go through ups and downs, and reinterpret
their discontented feelings as likely to change with time. In sum,
investigating these strategies will clarify whether people turn to
them in the context of secrecy, over and above the other strategies
that theory suggests are likely to be linked with secrecy processes.

BIANCHI, GREENAWAY, SLEPIAN, AND KALOKERINOS

The Present Research

In this research, we explored the emotion regulation landscape of per-
sonal, negative, and significant secrets. Doing so will unite theories across
fields, improve knowledge about the mechanisms through which people
manage the emotional side of secrets, and offer practical insights on what
processes may contribute to the negative impact of secrecy.

In addition to studying which strategies people use in the context
of secrecy, we explored whether certain kinds of secrets are linked
with certain ways of regulating. Specifically, we identified features
of secrets that make them psychologically consequential and tested
whether these features predicted daily use of regulation strategies
to manage emotions about the secret. Given research has shown
the significance (Slepian et al., 2019) and valence (Bianchi et al.,
2024) of a secret shape its psychological impact, we assessed
these features as predictors of emotion regulation in Studies 2 and
3. Expanding the list of features in Study 3, we assessed how discov-
erable (Davis & Brazeau, 2021) and controllable the secret was
(Bianchi et al., 2024), as well as assessing relevant dimensions in
the form of perceived immorality of keeping secrets, as well as cer-
tainty about and the social impact of keeping secrets (Slepian &
Koch, 2021). While our main focus was on understanding which
regulation strategies people use to manage emotions about secrets,
with these additional analyses we aimed to understand what it is
about secrets that prompts the need for regulation.

In Study 1, we conducted an experiment to identify which strate-
gies people use to manage emotions about secret versus nonsecret
information. Studies 2 and 3 expanded our scope to everyday life.
In Study 2, we surveyed people once per day for 7 days, assessing
their use of six emotion regulation strategies to manage feelings
about their most significant secret. In Study 3, we surveyed people
once per day for 14 days, again assessing use of those strategies.
Further, in Studies 2 and 3, we investigated features of secrets that
predicted greater use of emotion regulation strategies. Together,
the studies build a picture of how the regulation of emotion plays
into people’s ability to effectively regulate information.

Transparency and Openness

Data, code, and supplementary materials for all studies are avail-
able on the Open Science Framework (OSF). We preregistered our
analysis plan for both daily diary studies; these preregistrations are
also available on the OSF (https:/osf.io/q91fr2/).

Study 1
Method
Participants and Design

The study (approved by Columbia University review board) was a
two-cell between-subjects experimental design in which participants
reflected on information that they were keeping secret versus not.
Self-reported use of five' emotion regulation strategies were the out-
come variables. The final sample consisted of 498 participants from
MTurk (Mg = 33.09, SD = 11.03, 66% women). Though we did

! We did not assess acceptance in Study 1. We did assess situation modi-
fication and experiential suppression in this study, but do not analyze these
strategies as they were not assessed across Studies 2 and 3.
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not perform an a priori power analysis, we aimed to reach over 100
participants per cell. To assess the robustness of our findings, we
conducted a sensitivity analysis using G¥*Power (Faul et al., 2007).
We set the o level at .05 and conservatively selected the smallest cor-
relation among repeated measures in our study, which was r=.18.
The analysis revealed that our sample size yielded 80% statistical
power to detect a 2 (secrecy) x 5 (strategy) mixed interaction effect
with an effect size of f= .06 (very small, corresponding to d = 0.12).

Materials and Measures

Secrecy Manipulation. Participants were randomly assigned to
conditions. Participants in the secret condition thought of and
described significant negative personal information unknown by
others that they were purposefully keeping secret. Participants in
the nonsecret condition also thought of, and described, significant
negative personal information unknown by others, but that they
were not purposefully keeping from others (i.e., that they would dis-
cuss if raised, but that was currently unknown). This allowed us to
uniquely examine the role of secrecy (i.e., intent for information to
remain hidden vs. not), while holding constant that the information
was (a) negative and (b) unknown by other people. We focused on
negative information because research shows the majority of secrets
are negative (Slepian et al., 2017, Slepian, Kirby & Kalokerinos,
2020).

Emotion Regulation Strategies. Participants reported use of
five emotion regulation strategies (see Table 1; items for Study 1
adapted from Brans et al., 2013) when attempting to influence emo-
tions about the secret/nonsecret information scored from 1 (not at
all) to 7 (very much).

Honesty Check. We asked people to indicate anonymously if
they had fabricated the information recalled for the manipulation
(from Slepian et al., 2017). We excluded 13 participants and only
analyzed data from participants who reported recalling real informa-
tion (N = 498). We presented this item at the end of the survey and
reassured participants that their reimbursement would not depend on
their responses, to curb incentive to lie about the veracity of provided
responses.

Results

We performed a mixed analysis of variance using the R-package
afex (Singmann et al., 2020) that treated secrecy condition as a
between-participants factor (secret vs. nonsecret information) and
emotion regulation as a within-participants factor. The results are
graphed in Figure 1.

There was no significant main effect of secrecy condition,
F(1,496)=1.81, p=.179, nz < .01. However, there was a signifi-
cant main effect of emotion regulation strategy, F(3.67, 1822.43) =
49.58, p <.001, n2 =.05. Pairwise comparisons revealed that
expressive suppression was the most commonly reported strategy
(M =4.23, SD =2.00), followed by distraction (M =3.93, SD =
2.03), p =.007, which in turn was more strongly endorsed than reap-
praisal (M = 3.67, SD = 1.84), p = .032, and rumination (M = 3.60,
SD = 2.01), p = .002, although the latter two strategies did not differ
significantly from one another, p = .928. Social sharing was the least
reported strategy (M = 2.90, SD = 1.79), less even than rumination,
p <.001.
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There was a significant interaction between secrecy condition and
emotion regulation strategy, F(3.67, 1822.43) =32.45, p <.001,
1° = .03. Simple effects revealed that thinking about secret (vs. non-
secret) information increased self-reported use of expressive sup-
pression, d =0.44, p <.001, and distraction d =0.42, p <.001,
and reduced self-reported use of social sharing, d = 0.65, p < .001.
There was no effect of secrecy condition on rumination, d = 0.05,
p =.549, or reappraisal, d = 0.04, p = .645.

Discussion

Study 1 suggests that people gravitate toward particular strategies to
manage emotions about secrets compared to equivalently unknown,
but nonsecret information. People reported greater expressive suppres-
sion and less social sharing to manage emotions about secrets (vs.
nonsecrets). These strategies do have the benefit of increasing the
chance that secrets remain secret from others—which is, after all,
the ultimate goal of secrecy. That is, suppressing the expression of
emotion and refraining from sharing one’s emotions may help people
conceal cues to secret content, or avoid topics of conversation that
would lead to secret discovery.

What is good for the secret may not be good for the person, how-
ever. For instance, expressive suppression is generally considered a
detrimental strategy (Cutuli, 2014), leaving emotional intensity
unchanged, and instead leading to poorer well-being outcomes
(Chapman et al., 2013; Gross, 2002). When met by supportive and
understanding responses, social sharing can improve well-being
(Pauw et al., 2022; Rimé et al., 2020). For instance, daily experi-
ences of negative emotion are reduced when shared with supportive
partners (Brans et al., 2013). As such, failing to share one’s emotions
with others may limit one’s ability to benefit from social support
known to buffer well-being.

Study 2

The findings of Study 1 implicate emotion regulation in the pro-
cess of secrecy and make clear that certain strategies are used to
manage secrets, relative to matched nonsecret information.
Nevertheless, that study is not capable of identifying what it is
about secrets that prompts such regulation. We explored this ques-
tion in more detail in Studies 2 and 3, where we investigated qual-
ities of the secret that may predict more intense emotion regulation.
It might be that the degree of experienced emotion activates regu-
latory processes, as experiencing emotion is the precursor of regu-
lation (Gross, 2015). As such, we considered the extent to which
people feel negatively about their secret to be a relevant feature
that may prompt greater emotion regulation. Another feature poten-
tially connected to regulation is its self-rated significance, as previ-
ous research suggests that people report wanting to engage with
significant (rather than trivial) secrets (Slepian, Greenaway, &
Masicampo, 2020).

Further, while affording causal inference, the design of Study 1
carries inevitable shortcomings in terms of ecological validity.
Daily life methods allow us to circumvent this issue by capturing
processes as they unfold in people’s real lives. Hence, building on
Study 1 findings, we conducted two daily diary studies to inves-
tigate whether people use similar strategies to manage emotions
about secrets in daily life, and whether certain secret features pre-
dict the way people regulate their feelings about secrets.
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Table 1
Measures Used to Assess Emotion Regulation Strategies
Strategy Item
Study 1
Rumination I ruminate or dwell on the (secret/private) information or my emotions
Distraction I distract myself from the (secret/private) information or my emotions
Reappraisal I changed my perspective or the way I think about the (secret/private) information
Suppression I suppress the outward expression of my emotions
Sharing I talk with other people about the (secret/private) information or my emotions
Study 2
Rumination I ruminated or dwelled on my emotions
Distraction I distracted myself from my emotions
Reappraisal I changed my perspective or the way I was thinking about my emotions
Acceptance I accepted my emotions as they are
Suppression I suppressed the outward expression of my emotions
Sharing I talked to others about my emotions
Reliability (correlations)
Study 3 Between-person Within-person
Rumination I thought about how I feel about the secret again and again .82 .56
I continually thought about what was bothering me about the secret
Distraction I distracted myself from my emotions about the secret .88 .54
I engaged in activities to distract myself from thinking about the secret
Reappraisal I changed my perspective or the way I was thinking about the secret 75 46
I looked at the situation concerning the secret from several different angles
Acceptance When I felt emotions about the secret, I understood it was OK to feel that way about the secret 79 .54
I allowed myself to feel emotions about the secret without trying to change how I felt
Suppression I made an effort to hide my feelings about the secret .81 45
I pretended I was not feeling any emotion about the secret
Sharing I talked to others about my emotions concerning the secret 75 .69

I told others what the secret meant to me

Note. Study 2 and Study 3 stem: “To what extent did you use each of the strategies below to influence the emotions you feel about your secret today?”
Studies 1 and 2: Responses were made on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). Study 3: Responses were made on a visual sliding
scale ranging from O (not at all) to 100 (very much). We report within-person correlations between individual strategy items in Table S3.1b in the online

supplemental materials.

Method
Participants

We analyzed data from 174 participants recruited from Prolific
(M,g. =34.56, SD = 12.46, range 18-72; 130 women, 41 men,
three nonbinary),” a U.K.-based recruitment platform that
yields high-quality data (Peer et al., 2022). No prior daily diary
research was available to extract effect sizes for power analy-
ses. Accordingly, our sample size was constrained by available
funding—we aimed for at least 150 participants after exclusions.

Design and Procedure

The study was approved by the University of Melbourne review
board and had three consecutive parts. First, participants completed
a baseline survey in which they read a statement introducing the
study, provided informed consent, and completed demographics
and questionnaires. Second, participants who reported currently
keeping at least one secret in the baseline survey were invited
to complete the daily diary phase. In this phase, participants com-
pleted a short survey about their experiences with their most impor-
tant secret every evening for 7 consecutive days. Participants
received a study notification via Prolific every evening at 6 p.m.
Greenwich Mean Time. Daily surveys expired at midnight, and the
survey automatically timed out 30 min from the time the link was

opened. Third, participants completed a follow-up survey the day
after completing the daily diary phase, but this survey was not ana-
lyzed for the present investigation. Finally, participants were
debriefed, and invited to contact the researchers with any questions.

Participants received monetary compensation, contingent upon
compliance on a graded scale where fewer completed surveys
meant reduced reimbursement.’ Participants were informed of the
incentive structure via email at the start of the study and were able
to keep track of their compliance on Prolific. We sent a total of
1,218 daily surveys and overall compliance was 86.95% (SD =
18.29%), resulting in a final observation size of 1,059.

Measures

This study was part of a larger data collection; here we only report
measures relevant to the current research questions. A complete list
is available online (https:/ost.io/q91r2/).

2 Although we originally recruited 209 people, 35 people did not meet pre-
registered preprocessing criteria and were therefore not included in the final
sample size. Details on exclusion are provided in the preregistration.

3 Participants received a fixed payment for completing the baseline survey,
and another for completing the follow-up. Participants received a bonus if
they completed all daily surveys, in addition to a fixed payment per daily sur-
vey completed. More information on the incentive scheme is available in the
preregistration.
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Figure 1
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Emotion Regulation Strategies as a Function of Secret Condition (Bars Indicate Standard Error)
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Baseline Survey.

Common Secrets Questionnaire (CSQ). The CSQ asks partic-
ipants whether they have personally ever kept any secrets within
38 common categories (e.g., lying, stealing, infidelity; Slepian
et al., 2017). Response options were (a) I have a secret like this,
and no one knows; (b) I have a secret like this. Some people
know; (c) I used to have a secret like this; (d) I have had an experi-
ence like this, but it was never a secret; and (e) I have never had this
experience. Participants were identified as having a secret if they
responded as having a secret that no one, or some people, know
(i.e., responding 1 or 2 to a given item). We then asked participants
to nominate their most important secret and write a few keywords
about what this secret involved.* They then completed the following
questions in relation to this secret only.

Significance of the Secret. 'We asked participants “How signifi-
cant is this secret?” with ratings on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all
significant) to 7 (very significant).

Negativity of the Secret. We asked participants “How do you
feel about your secret?” and reversed scores of responses on a
scale that originally ranged from 1 (very negative) to 7 (very
positive).

Daily Diary Surveys.

Emotion Regulation Strategies. In each daily survey, partici-
pants were asked to think about the most important secret they nom-
inated at baseline survey. They were asked to estimate the degree to
which they used each of the six emotion regulation strategies to reg-
ulate emotions about their secret that day (see Table 1).

Data Analytic Strategy

Descriptive Analyses. All analyses were conducted in R
(Version 4.2.2). We estimated descriptive statistics including fre-
quencies, means, standard deviations, and intraclass correlation
coefficients (ICCs) for each of the relevant variables.

Multilevel Analyses. We conducted analyses using the pack-
ages Ime4 (Bates et al., 2015) to fit linear mixed-effects models,
and ImerTest to calculate p values (Kuznetsova et al., 2017). Our
first set of multilevel analyses tested differences in the intensity of

the different emotion-regulation strategies used to manage secrets.
We conducted three-level models (i.e., strategy, nested within day,
and nested within persons). Variables were recoded so that emotion
regulation intensity scores for each person were predicted by a factor
variable comparing the different strategies (replacing each strategy
as the reference category in subsequent tests). We included each ref-
erence strategy as a fixed-effect predictor. We preregistered models
which included random slopes for both day and participant.
However, because of convergence issues, we simplified models to
include only random slopes for participants. Full-model specifica-
tions are reported in Tables S2.3 and S2.4 in the online supplemental
materials.

Our second set of multilevel analyses predicted the use of each
emotion regulation strategy from features of the secret assessed at
baseline. We conducted two-level models (i.e., survey observations,
nested within persons). We included the secret features (grand-mean
centered) as fixed effect predictors, and a random intercept for par-
ticipant. For each model returning a significant association, we
investigated whether that strategy was used significantly more (or
less) intensely than other strategies as a function of the secret feature.
We used the same three-level data structure as the first set of analyses
(i.e., strategy, nested within days, nested within persons). We pre-
dicted daily differences in the intensity of the strategy from secret
feature (grand-mean centered) assessed at baseline as a fixed effect,
the interaction between the secret feature and the emotion regulation
strategy (vs. the other strategies) as a fixed effect, and included a ran-
dom intercept for both day (nested within participant) and partici-
pant, and random slopes for strategy both for day and for
participant. When models presented convergence or singular fit
issues, we attempted to resolve issues as outlined in our preregistra-
tion, by removing random slopes with the least variance. This
resulted in models in which we modeled random slopes for

4 We asked participants not to provide individuating information as key-
words. We specified that those keywords would be solely used to remind
each participant of what secret the daily diary questions referred to, and
not used by the researchers.


https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0001357.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0001357.supp

1392

participant but not day (Bates et al., 2015; see Tables S2.2 and S2.3
in the online supplemental materials for final model specifications).

Results
Descriptive Analyses

Tables 2 and 3 and Figure S1 in the online supplemental materials
show descriptives. In Table 2, the ICC demonstrates the proportion of
total variance reflecting between-person differences. For all emotion
regulation strategies, the variance was relatively evenly split across
between-person and within-person sources, with reappraisal showing
the highest between-person variance (ICC = .52) and social sharing
showing the least (ICC = .37). Table 4 shows between- and within-
person correlations among variables of interest, all of which were pos-
itive in direction. All emotion regulation strategies correlated with one
another, both within-person and between-person. Secret significance
and secret negativity correlated positively with one another. In supple-
mentary analyses (see Table S2.12 in the online supplemental ma-
terials) we tested whether asking participants to report frequently
on regulation “cued” them to noticing such efforts (Bolger &
Laurenceau, 2013). We found that reports of emotion regulation strat-
egies did not increase across the course of the week.

Multilevel Analyses

Results of the models reported below are shown in Tables 4 and 5.

Emotion Regulation Strategies. Overall, acceptance was used
most intensely, and more than all other strategies (ps <.001).
Distraction and expressive suppression followed as the second
most intensely used strategies and did not differ significantly from
one another (p =.209). Rumination and reappraisal were used less
intensely than suppression and distraction, but were not significantly
different from one another (p = .227). As in Study 1, social sharing
was the least intensely used strategy (ps < .001).

Secret Features.

Significance of the Secret. While acceptance remained the
most intensely used strategy overall, it was not predicted by secret
significance (p =.697; Table 5). Instead, secret significance pre-
dicted greater daily use of rumination, distraction, and expressive

Table 2
Study 2: Descriptive Statistics
SD SD
Variable M (within-person) (between-person) ICC
Time-variant variables
Reappraisal 2.19 0.80 1.26 .52
Rumination 2.28 0.99 1.25 46
Distraction 2.89 1.19 1.57 48
Sharing 1.58 0.67 0.90 37
Acceptance 3.81 1.34 1.61 45
Suppression 2.79 1.13 1.59 53
Time-invariant variables
Significance 5.39 — 1.69 —
Negativity 5.32 — 1.74 —

BIANCHI, GREENAWAY, SLEPIAN, AND KALOKERINOS

suppression to manage emotions about the secret (ps<<.029;
Figure S2, Panel A in the online supplemental materials; Table 4).
The more significant the secret was rated at baseline, the more
intensely people reported using these strategies in daily life.
Comparisons between these relationships revealed the relationship
between secret significance and the three strategies were not signifi-
cantly different from one another (ps > .187; Tables S2.5-S2.7 in
the online supplemental materials).

Negativity of the Secret.  Secret negativity predicted greater daily
use of cognitive reappraisal, rumination, distraction, and expressive
suppression to manage emotions about the secret (ps <.035;
Figure S2, Panel B in the online supplemental materials; Table 5).
Comparisons between these relationships revealed secret negativity
more strongly predicted distraction (ps <.002; Table S2.10 in the
online supplemental materials) than reappraisal, rumination, and
expressive suppression.

Discussion

Study 2 represents the first window on emotion regulation of
secrets as it unfolds in everyday life. Our findings suggest that
acceptance—a strategy not assessed in Study 1—was used most to
manage emotions about secrets. This finding is consistent with
work showing acceptance in general is a common strategy in every-
day life (Grommisch et al., 2020; Heiy & Cheavens, 2014;
Southward et al., 2019). Echoing our experimental findings in
Study 1, distraction and expressive suppression were the next most
intensely used strategies, followed by reappraisal and rumination.
Also as in Study 1, people reported using social sharing least
intensely to regulate emotions about their secrets in daily life.

In addition to examining which strategies people reported, we
assessed what kinds of secrets might need to be regulated. We
assessed secret significance and negativity at baseline, finding that
these features predicted more intense use of distraction, rumination,
and suppression in daily life. Negativity also predicted more intense
use of reappraisal. This suggests that secrets people appraise as hav-
ing impactful and negative consequences for their lives are the ones
that are regulated more intensely throughout the week.

Study 3

Study 3 aimed to replicate and extend Study 2. We followed peo-
ple in daily life for twice as long as Study 2 to capture more instances
of emotion regulation. Further, we assessed each strategy with two
items to reduce error variance, addressing the limitation common
to intensive longitudinal designs of assessing each construct with
only one item.

In addition, encouraged by the results in Study 2 concerning the
role that secret significance and negativity played in predicting reg-
ulatory processes, we investigated other features of secrets. First, we
assessed self-reported discoverability of the secret, as Davis and
Brazeau (2021) identified fear of discovery as a feature linked to
greater preoccupation with the secret. We also considered people’s

Note. For time-variant variables: Responses were made on a 7-point scale
ranging from not at all to very much. For significance: Responses were made
on a 7-point scale ranging from not at all significant to very significant. For
negativity: Responses were provided on a 7-point scale ranging from very
positive to very negative. ICC = intraclass correlation coefficient.

3 Model specifications are reported in Tables S2.2 and S2.3 in the online
supplemental materials. We conducted supplementary analysis (not preregis-
tered) as a robustness check to predict social sharing as a binary outcome
(yes/no), from secret features. Results are presented in Tables S2.13 and
S2.14 in the online supplemental materials.
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Table 3
Study 2: Correlations
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Reappraisal — 2]k L33tk 19k 23okok 287k
2. Rumination 65 FHE — 22%H% 33kokk 10%* 36%H*
3. Distraction OTHHE T4k — 10%* 1 goksk Ak
4. Sharing S52HHE S0HH* 32kekE — .06 PR
5. Acceptance 36k 18% 297k 20 — L4k
6. Suppression 56%H* T2k ko 28k L33kckok —
7. Significance .09 20 23%% .02 -.03 A7 —
8. Negativity 16* 24%% 35HekE —.07 —.01 A7* 34k —
Note. Between-person correlations underneath the diagonal, within-person correlations above.
*p<.05. Fp<.0l. ***p<.001.

beliefs about controllability of the secret, given that keeping a secret
requires exerting control over information (Bingley et al., 2022).
Finally, Slepian and Koch (2021) identified three foundational fea-
tures of secrets that predict their psychological outcomes: perceived
immorality of keeping the secret, the harm keeping the secret poses
to one’s relationships, and certainty about why one is keeping the
secret. We explored whether these features predicted how people
managed feelings about their secrets, because the degree to which
a secret is discoverable, controllable, immoral, harmful, and uncer-
tain have been shown to raise the psychological stakes of secrecy,
and thus these may be dimensions that correspond to secrets requir-
ing greater regulation.

Method
Participants

Our target sample size was based on a simulated power curve cal-
culation (Murayama et al., 2022) using multilevel parameters from
Study 2. The calculation suggested that we required a sample size
of N=211 to obtain 80% power with an o level of .5 to detect a
small (d=0.20) within-person effect. Thus, we aimed to recruit
250 participants to allow for attrition and to reach the necessary sam-
ple size threshold. We recruited participants who met our eligibility
criteria as assessed through a brief screener. We provide further details
on final sample size and data exclusion in Figure S3 in the online sup-
plemental materials and in the preregistration (https:/ost.io/q9{r2/).

We analyzed data from 240 participants recruited from Prolific
(Myge =42.72, SD =11.99, range from 20 to 80; 165 women, 71
men, three self-identifying, one gender-queer/nonconforming).
Most of the sample (n =217; 90.42%) identified with U.K. nation-
alities (British, Scottish, Welsh, or Northern Irish), and a small pro-
portion of the sample with European (n = 16; 6.67% of the sample)
or other nationalities (including North, Central and South American,
Asian, and African; n =7; 2.91% of the sample).

Design and Procedure

The study was approved by The University of Melbourne review
board and had two consecutive parts. The baseline component
worked in the same way as in Study 2. In the daily diary phase, par-
ticipants completed a short survey about their experiences with their
most important secret every evening for 14 consecutive days.
Participants received a study notification via the Prolific platform
every evening between 5:30 and 6:30 p.m. Daily surveys expired
at midnight. Finally, participants were debriefed and received

monetary compensation, contingent upon compliance on a graded
scale.® All participants were informed of the incentive structure
prior to completing the study. Participants received a reminder via
Prolific on the seventh day of daily survey, to increase their engage-
ment and compliance, if they had completed fewer than six out of
seven daily surveys. We sent a total of 3,360 daily surveys and over-
all compliance (percentage of surveys completed of those received)
was 82.23% (SD = 24.70%), resulting in a final observation size of
2,763. On average, each individual completed 11-12 daily surveys
(M =11.5, SD = 3.46) over the 14 days.

Measures

As this study was part of a larger data collection, we detail only the
measures relevant to the current research questions. A complete list
is available online (https:/ost.io/q91r2/).

Baseline Survey.

CSQ. The CSQ was administered as per Study 2. However, in
this study, participants did not provide any keywords about their
most significant secret.

Features of the Secret. 'We asked participants to rate eight features
of their secret, as show in Table 6. We preregistered that we would index
two items together (“harm to relationships” and “protection of relation-
ships,” reversed scored). However, as these items did not form a reliable
scale (oo = .51), we elected to keep the two items separate.

Daily Diary Surveys. At the beginning of each daily survey, we
asked participants whether they could remember what the secret was,
and whether it was still secret. Data from 10 participants were
excluded, as their responses were inconsistent across the phase of
the study, on whether they could remember the secret, or identify
it as still being secret.

Emotion Regulation Strategies. Participants indicated their use
of six emotion regulation strategies (two items per strategy, provided
in randomized order; see Table 1).

Data Analytic Strategy

Descriptive Analyses. As per Study 2, we estimated descriptive
statistics including frequencies, means, standard deviations, and
ICCs for each of the relevant variables.

S Participants received a fixed payment for completing the baseline survey.
They received a bonus payment for completing at least 13 daily surveys, in
addition to a fixed payment per daily survey completed. More information
on the incentive scheme is available in the preregistration.
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Table 4
Study 2: Comparing Emotion Regulation Strategies Used to Manage Secrets
Effect Estimate (SE) 95% CI P
Model 1E
Intercept 3.81(0.12) [3.57, 4.05] <.001
Acceptance versus distraction —0.92 (0.14) [—1.20, —0.64] <.001
Acceptance versus rumination —1.53 (0.14) [—1.81, —1.26] <.001
Acceptance versus reappraisal —1.63 (0.13) [—1.88, —1.38] <.001
Acceptance versus suppression —1.02 (0.14) [—1.30, —0.74] <.001
Acceptance versus sharing —2.22(0.13) [—2.47, —1.97] <.001
Model 1C
Intercept 2.89 (0.12) [2.66, 3.13] <.001
Distraction versus rumination —0.61 (0.08) [-0.77, —0.45] <.001
Distraction versus reappraisal —0.71 (0.09) [—0.88, —0.53] <.001
Distraction versus suppression —0.10 (0.08) [—0.25, 0.06] 209
Distraction versus sharing —1.30(0.12) [—1.53, —1.07] <.001
Model 1D
Intercept 2.28 (0.10) [2.09, 2.47] <.001
Rumination versus reappraisal —0.10 (0.08) [—0.25, 0.06] 227
Rumination versus suppression 0.51 (0.09) [0.35, 0.68] <.001
Rumination versus sharing —0.68 (0.09) [—0.85, —0.51] <.001
Model 1A
Intercept 2.18 (0.09) [2.00, 2.37] <.001
Reappraisal versus suppression 0.61 (0.10) [0.40, 0.82] <.001
Reappraisal versus sharing —0.59 (0.08) [—0.75, —0.43] <.001
Model 1B
Intercept 2.79 (0.12) [2.55,3.03] <.001
Suppression versus sharing —1.20 (—1.12) [—1.44, —0.96] <.001

Note. Bold strategy indicates significant difference. The leading strategy on each line was set as
the reference category. Hence, negative estimates indicate the alternative strategies were used less
than the reference strategy, while positive estimates indicate the alternative strategies were used
more than the reference strategy. Bold indicates significant fixed effects. CI = confidence

interval.

Multilevel Analyses. Our analyses mirrored those conducted in
Study 2. We report final model specifications in Tables S3.2-S3.4 in
the online supplemental materials.

Results
Descriptive Analyses

Descriptive statistics are shown in Tables 7 and 8 and Table S3.1 in
the online supplemental materials. Echoing results from Study 2, the
variance in emotion regulation strategies was relatively evenly split
across between-person and within-person sources, with rumination
showing the highest between-person variance (ICC = .56) and social
sharing the least (ICC = .34). Table 9 shows between- and within-
person correlations among variables of interest. As in Study 2, all emo-
tion regulation strategies correlated with one another, both within-
person and between-person. Almost all secret features were signifi-
cantly correlated. As in Study 2, supplementary analyses (see
Table S3.27 in the online supplemental materials) showed self-reported
emotion regulation did not increase over the course of the study.

Multilevel Analyses

Results of multilevel models are shown in Tables 9 and 10.”

Emotion Regulation Strategies. Asin Study 2, acceptance was
used most intensely (ps < .001), although was not significantly dif-
ferent from distraction (p = .287). Expressive suppression was used
less intensely than distraction (p < .001), but more intensely than

rumination (p <.001), which was used more intensely than reap-
praisal (p <.001). Again, social sharing was the least intensely
reported strategy (ps < .001).

Secret Features.

Significance of the Secret. Secret significance predicted greater
daily use of rumination, distraction, acceptance, and expressive sup-
pression (ps < .034; Figure S5, Panel A in the online supplemental
materials; Table 9). Echoing findings from Study 2, the more signifi-
cant the secret was rated at baseline, the more intensely people
reported using these strategies in daily life (although significance
did not predict acceptance in Study 2). Comparisons between
these relationships revealed significance predicted the strategies to
a similar degree (ps > .126; Tables S3.11-S3.14 in the online sup-
plemental materials).

Negativity of the Secret.  Secret negativity predicted greater daily
use of distraction and suppression, and less daily use of acceptance to
manage emotions about the secret (ps < .002; Figure S5, Panel B in
the online supplemental materials; Table 9). Comparisons between
these relationships revealed negativity predicted less intense accep-
tance more strongly than all other strategies (ps < .001; Table S3.12
in the online supplemental materials) and predicted suppression and

7 Tables $3.5 and S3.6 in the online supplemental materials provide a sum-
mary of results for Study 2 and Study 3. Because the intensity of social shar-
ing was so low, we report supplementary analyses predicting occurrence (yes/
no) of social sharing from secret features in Tables S3.28—-S3.35 in the online
supplemental materials.
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Table 5
Study 2: Multilevel Models Predicting Intensity of Emotion Regulation From Features of the Secret
Effect Estimate (SE) 95% CI P Effect Estimate (SE) 95% CI )4
Reappraisal Sharing
Intercept 2.19 (0.09) [2.00, 2.37] <.001 Intercept 1.59 (0.07) [1.45,1.72] <.001
Secret significance 0.06 (0.06) [—0.05, 0.17] 271 Secret significance 0.01 (0.04) [—0.07, 0.09] 812
Secret negativity 0.12 (0.05) [0.01, 0.22] .035 Secret negativity —0.04 (0.04) [—0.11, 0.04] 351
Rumination Acceptance
Intercept 2.27 (0.09) [2.09, 2.46] <.001 Intercept 3.81 (0.12) [3.57, 4.05] <.001
Secret significance 0.14 (0.06) [0.04, 0.25] .010 Secret significance —0.03 (0.07) [—0.17, 0.11] .697
Secret negativity 0.17 (0.05) [0.07, 0.28] .002 Secret negativity —0.01 (0.07) [—0.15, 0.13] .893
Distraction Suppression
Intercept 2.89 (0.12) [2.66, 3.11] <.001 Intercept 2.78 (0.12) [2.55,3.02] <.001
Secret significance 0.21 (0.07) [0.07, 0.35] .003 Secret significance 0.16 (0.07) [0.02, 0.30] .029
Secret negativity 0.31 (0.06) [0.19, 0.44] <.001 Secret negativity 0.16 (0.07) [0.02, 0.29] .022

Note. All predictors are grand-mean centered. Bold indicates significant fixed effects. CI = confidence interval.

distraction similarly (p = .077; Tables S3.11 and S3.13 in the online
supplemental materials).

Discoverability of the Secret. Secret discoverability predicted
greater daily use of cognitive reappraisal, although the evidence
for this link was weak (p = .047). This relationship was not stronger
than the other nonsignificant associations with secret discoverability
(ps > .111; Table S3.14 and Figure S6 in the online supplemental
materials).

Controllability of the Secret. Secret controllability predicted
greater daily use of all emotion regulation strategies, except social
sharing (ps <.001; Table 9). Comparisons between these relation-
ships revealed secret controllability predicted all strategies to a sim-
ilar degree (ps > .107; Tables S3.15-S3.19 and Figure S7 in the
online supplemental materials).

Immorality of Keeping the Secret. Perceived immorality of
keeping the secret predicted greater daily use of cognitive reappraisal
(p = .007). This relationship was significantly stronger than the non-
significant relationships between perceived immorality and accep-
tance (p =.006) and social sharing (p =.006; Table S3.20 and
Figure S8 in the online supplemental materials).

Social Harm of Keeping the Secret. Perceiving keeping the
secret as harmful to one’s relationships predicted daily use of all
strategies except acceptance (most ps < .008; Figure S9, Panel A
in the online supplemental materials; Table 9). This was the only
secret feature to predict greater use of social sharing (though barely;
p=.043). Harm to relationships predicted social sharing less
strongly than reappraisal, rumination, and suppression (ps < .017),
but not less than distraction (p = .058; Table S3.21 in the online sup-
plemental materials).

Table 6
Study 3: Items Assessing Secret Features

Social Protection of Keeping the Secret. Perceiving keeping
the secret as protecting one’s relationships predicted greater daily
use of expressive suppression (barely; p = .043; Figure S9, Panel
B in the online supplemental materials; Table 9). This relationship
was not stronger than the other nonsignificant associations with
secret protection (ps > .085; Tables S3.21-S3.23 in the online sup-
plemental materials).

Certainty About Keeping the Secret. This feature of the secret
did not predict daily use of any of the emotion regulation strategies
we included in the study (ps > .073).

Discussion

Study 3 consolidates findings from our previous studies. Acceptance
was again the most intensely used strategy to manage emotions
about secrets, followed by distraction and expressive suppression.
Social sharing was used least intensely in all three studies. Taken
together, our findings indicate that as people go about their daily
lives, they seek to cope with secrets by moving on from them, either
by accepting or distracting away from their feelings. What people do
not do to manage emotions about secrets is share those feelings with
others, either by expressing them or by reaching out for social
support.

Study 3 confirmed secret significance as an important predictor of
emotion regulation strategies. The more significant a secret was, the
more intensely people used suppression and rumination, as well as
distraction. Secret negativity was also associated with greater use
of suppression and distraction, as well as less use of acceptance.
While future research would do well to investigate the relatively

Feature Item 7-point scale anchors
Significance How significant is this secret? Not at all to very significant
Negativity How do you feel about your secret? Very positive to very negative
Discoverability This secret is discoverable Strongly disagree to strongly agree
Controllability I feel able to keep this secret Strongly disagree to strongly agree
Immorality Keeping this secret is immoral Strongly disagree to strongly agree
Social harm Keeping this secret is harmful to at least one of my relationships Strongly disagree to strongly agree
Social protection Keeping this secret protects at least one of my relationships Strongly disagree to strongly agree
Certainty I know why I am keeping this secret Strongly disagree to strongly agree
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Table 7
Study 3: Descriptive Statistics
SD SD
Variable M (within person) (between person) ICC
Time-variant variables
Reappraisal 14.03 10.89 15.28 52
Rumination 16.11 12.28 17.72 .56
Distraction 25.77 16.78 22.45 54
Sharing 5.11 5.92 8.79 34
Acceptance 27.62 18.75 21.09 46
Suppression 20.52 15.54 19.48 .50
Time-invariant variables
Significance 5.46 — 1.57 —
Negativity 5.27 — 1.70 —
Discoverability 425 — 1.91 —
Controllability 4.90 — 1.82 —
Immorality 2.50 — 1.65 —
Social harm 3.68 — 2.11 —
Social protection 4.32 — 2.18 —
Certainty 6.06 — 1.25 —

Note. For time-variant variables: Responses were made on visual sliding
scale ranging from O (not at all) to 100 (very much). For significance:
Responses were made on a 7-point scale ranging from not at all significant
to very significant. For negativity: Responses were provided on a 7-point
scale ranging from very positive to very negative. The other time-invariant
variables were assessed on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

unexplored areas of trivial and positive secrets (Slepian, Greenaway,
& Masicampo, 2020; Slepian et al., 2023), our studies link the selec-
tion of short-term emotion regulation strategies to certain type of
secrets, namely the important and negative ones.

The lack of consistent associations between perceived immorality
of keeping the secret and regulation was surprising. Secrets are a
moral issue, with both the act and the content of secrecy often con-
sidered ethically questionable. For example, people can perceive
secret keeping as immoral (Hart et al., 2024) and reveal other peo-
ple’s secrets when morally outraged as a way of punishing the secret-
keeper (Salerno & Slepian, 2022). In Study 3, we found that people
who perceived keeping their secret as immoral reported greater reap-
praisal. It might be that reappraisal in this context is used to justify
the decision to keep the secret, or to minimize the perceived immo-
rality of keeping the secret to decrease negative emotion.

Of the remaining secret features, harm to relationships and control-
lability emerged as consistent predictors of most emotion regulation
strategies—perhaps indicating that with these kinds of secrets, people
try many ways to manage their feelings. Where harm to relationships
may reflect a need to regulate, as we elaborate in the general discus-
sion, controllability may track the degree to which people feel they
can regulate emotions about their secrets. Indeed, controllability is
an important ingredient in regulation, with expected success being
an antecedent to regulation effort (Bigman et al., 2016). In this
light, our findings provide empirical support for the theoretical link
between people’s beliefs around the controllability of their emotions
and the occurrence of regulation (Ford & Gross, 2019).

General Discussion

We conducted three studies to understand how people manage the
emotional stakes of the information they choose to keep secret.
Building on an experimental study, we moved to studying secrecy
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Table 9
Study 3: Comparing Emotion Regulation Strategies Used to Manage Secrets
Effect Estimate (SE) 95% CI P
Model 1E
Intercept 27.71 (1.36) [25.03, 30.39] <.001
Acceptance versus distraction —1.79 (1.68) [—5.10, 1.52] 287
Acceptance versus rumination —11.47 (1.27) [—13.97, —8.97] <.001
Acceptance versus reappraisal —13.62 (1.19) [—15.97, —11.28] <.001
Acceptance versus suppression —7.30 (1.54) [—10.32, —4.27] <.001
Acceptance versus sharing —22.73 (1.27) [—25.22, —20.24] <.001
Model 1C
Intercept 25.91 (1.46) [23.04, 28.79] <.001
Distraction versus rumination —9.68 (1.21) [—12.05, —7.30] <.001
Distraction versus reappraisal —11.83 (1.25) [—14.29, 9.37] <.001
Distraction versus suppression —5.50 (0.93) [—7.34, —3.67] <.001
Distraction versus sharing —20.94 (1.45) [—23.79, —18.08] <.001
Model 1D
Intercept 16.24 (1.17) [13.94, 18.54] <.001
Rumination versus reappraisal —2.15(0.92) [—3.96, —0.35] 020
Rumination versus suppression 4.17 (0.94) [2.33, 6.02] <.001
Rumination versus sharing —11.26 (1.03) [—13.29, —9.24] <.001
Model 1A
Intercept 14.08 (1.00) [12.12, 16.05] <.001
Reappraisal versus suppression 6.33 (1.08) [4.20, 8.45] <.001
Reappraisal versus sharing —9.11 (0.88) [—10.84, —7.38] <.001
Model 1B
Intercept 20.41 (1.26) [17.94, 22.89] <.001
Suppression versus sharing —15.43 (1.20) [—17.79, —13.07] <.001

Note. Responses were made on visual sliding scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 100 (very
much). Bold strategy indicates significant difference. The leading strategy on each line was set
as the reference category. Hence, negative estimates indicate the alternative strategies were
used less than the reference strategy, while positive estimates indicate the alternative strategies
were used more than the reference strategy. Bold indicates significant fixed effects. CI=

confidence interval.

“in the wild” to capture regulation as it unfolds in everyday life. The
findings of Study 1 indicate that people manage emotions about
secrets differently than information simply deemed private (i.e.,
unknown but open for discussion). In particular, people reported
using expressive suppression, as well as distracting themselves
from negative secret information—and using less social sharing—
compared to negative private information. Findings from Studies 2
and 3 replicated this broad pattern of usage, with the potential silver
lining that people also reported using acceptance to manage their
emotions. In unpacking which secrets required the most regulation,
findings from Studies 2 and 3 suggest that significant, negative, con-
trollable, and socially harmful secrets are associated with greater use
of rumination, suppression, and distraction.

Implications for Regulation of Information and Emotion

Our findings offer a window into the types of strategies people use
to manage emotions about secrets. Some of these findings were
expected. For example, relative to some other strategies, people
reported using expressive suppression more intensely and social
sharing less intensely to manage secrets. These findings align with
theory that emphasizes inhibition as a key process in secrecy
(Critcher & Ferguson, 2014; McDonald et al., 2020; Pennebaker,
1985; Slepian, 2022). Here, we find this inhibition extends beyond
verbal channels to include emotional inhibition. These emotion reg-
ulation strategies seem likely to increase the chances that secret
information remains secret, though may also come with costs, as

suppression and (lack of) social sharing can have detrimental social
and personal consequences (John & Gross, 2004; Rimé et al., 2020;
although this is not always the case: Butler et al., 2007; Ford &
Mauss, 2015; Kalokerinos, Greenaway, & Casey, 2017).

Some other strategies that we theorized to be implicated in secrecy
did not emerge. For example, given the role of preoccupation in
recent theories of secrecy (Davis et al., 2021; Pennebaker, 1989;
Slepian et al., 2015, 2016), we suspected that rumination may be
used in the daily management of secrets. Contrary to this assump-
tion, we found rumination was not a commonly reported strategy.
Instead of dwelling on their feelings, our findings suggest that people
prefer to distract themselves away from how they feel about their
secrets. This strategy may have some emotional benefits. Indeed,
attentional redeployment can be helpful in downregulating negative
emotions (i.e., Gross & Thompson, 2007). Distraction also requires
relatively little effort (Sheppes, 2014), and this may be particularly
true in daily life where people have many opportunities to distract
from how they feel when secrets come to mind. However, while refo-
cusing attention elsewhere can provide short-term relief to secret
keepers, it may come at a longer-term well-being cost. For example,
choosing not to focus on processing feelings about secrets may get in
the way of finding a resolution (Slepian, 2022), which would allow
one to break the cycle of repeatedly having a secret come to mind.

Another unexpected finding came in the popularity of acceptance
as a strategy in Studies 2 and 3. Acceptance is used consistently
and commonly in everyday life (i.e., Heiy & Cheavens, 2014;
Grommisch et al., 2020; Lennarz et al., 2019; Southward et al.,
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Table 10

Study 3: Multilevel Models Predicting Intensity of Emotion Regulation From Features of the Secret
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For time-variant variables: Responses were made on visual sliding scale ranging from O (not at all) to 100 (very much). For significance: Responses were made on a 7-point scale ranging from (not at all

significant) to (very significant). For negativity: Responses were provided on a 7-point scale ranging from very positive to very negative. The other time invariant variables were assessed on a 7-point scale

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). All predictors are grand-mean centered. Bold indicates significant fixed effects. Est = estimate; CI = confidence interval.

Note.

2019) and is generally associated with better well-being outcomes
(i.e., Ford et al., 2018; Koval et al., 2012). Our findings might hint
at this being a helpful strategy in people’s regulation toolkit if they
are actively accepting emotions about their secrets (by nonjudgmen-
tally embracing their feelings). However, acceptance can be maladap-
tive when it is deployed passively, in which case it may reflect the
absence of intentional efforts to regulate (i.e., Aldao & Nolen-
Hoeksema, 2010; Hayes et al., 1996). Considered in this light, people
might be passively noticing how they feel about their secrets, rather
than intentionally engaging in acceptance with the purpose of regulat-
ing. As such, future research would do well to investigate people’s
goals when engaging emotion regulation strategies to manage their
secrets.

Emerging research emphasizes the importance of understanding
the goal of regulation prior to studying the selection and implemen-
tation of a strategy (i.e., Eldesouky & English, 2019; Greenaway &
Kalokerinos, 2019; Greenaway et al., 2021; Kalokerinos, Tamir, &
Kuppens, 2017; Tamir, 2016; Tamir et al., 2019; Wilms et al.,
2020). When secrets are on the mind, people have multiple goals
to juggle. For example, people may choose to use a strategy like
expressive suppression in order to keep a misdeed secret (informa-
tion regulation goal), or to regulate guilt felt about the misdeed
(emotion regulation goal). Further, one might use cognitive reap-
praisal to think about the pros and cons of keeping the secret (infor-
mation regulatory goal) or to help themselves feel better (or worse)
about the reason for the secret (emotion regulation goal). Our find-
ings point to the possibility that people may use strategies that
accomplish one or more of these goals simultaneously. Having a
more precise understanding of people’s regulatory goals would
allow researchers to better contextualize regulatory success, rather
than paint strategies with a broad brush (i.e., in adaptive vs. maladap-
tive terms; Bonanno & Burton, 2013). This is because deciding
whether a regulation strategy is effective requires understanding
what people are trying to achieve by regulating in the first place.

In addition to identifying the strategies people use to cope with
emotions about secrets, our findings provide insight into what it is
about secrets that prompts the use of these strategies. In so doing,
our work contributes to a broader theme in the emotion regulation
literature on regulatory flexibility (Bonanno & Burton, 2013;
Bonanno et al., 2004), which explores how context shapes strategy
selection and implementation (Pauw et al., 2019; Sheppes, 2020).
Our findings also contribute to the secrecy literature by exploring
which dimensions do (or do not) distinguish the ways people cope
with secrets. In this vein, we identified several features that influ-
enced the strategies people selected to manage the emotions they
felt about their secrets. First, we considered significance and negativ-
ity of secrets, finding a link between those features and greater daily
use of suppression, rumination, and distraction. Second, we investi-
gated newly identified features that influence the psychological
weight of secrets (Slepian & Koch, 2021), including the harm they
pose to relationships, the immorality of keeping the information
secret, and certainty about why one is keeping the secret. Of these
features, perceived controllability predicted greater daily use of
nearly all strategies (except social sharing) and social harm predicted
greater daily use of all strategies (and less use of social sharing).

Interestingly, appraising keeping the secret as harmful to, and not
protective of, relationships is what appeared to prompt greater regu-
lation. Understanding the reasons for this distinction will require
future research that delves more deeply into the motives people
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have for keeping secrets in the first place (i.e., to answer the question:
Why would people keep a secret that harms their relationships?).
Speculatively, however, it may be that appraising a secret as harmful
to relationships exacerbates the motivational conflict inherent in
secrecy between keeping information hidden on the one hand and
affiliating on the other (Slepian et al., 2019). As such, appraising
secrecy as socially harmful may prompt a greater need to regulate
as one manages the internal conflict between keeping personal infor-
mation hidden and maintaining social harmony.

At a practical level, our findings suggest some avenues for future
research to explore ways of improving the well-being of people who
chose to keep secrets. For instance, interventions will need to account
for the fact that individuals may seek to cope with their secrets while
still keeping them hidden from others. Existing advice like confiding
in a third party (Slepian & Moulton-Tetlock, 2019) might not be use-
ful to individuals who are not yet ready to talk about their secrets and
still hold secrecy as an intention. Instead, interventions could identify
and target the effectiveness of currently underutilized strategies (e.g.,
cognitive reappraisal). Using this strategy would avail people of the
benefits that come from considering a different perspective (e.g.,
Webb et al., 2012), while avoiding the potential costs of confiding
the secret (Slepian & Moulton-Tetlock, 2019). In addition, while it
might not be practical to share the content of the secret with others,
it might be possible (and useful) for people share their emotions
evoked by the secret without discussing the secret itself (Finkenauer
& Rimé, 1998), or to reflect on how keeping the secret is beneficial
for their relationships (McDonald et al., 2020). Further, our findings
provide insight into the kinds of secrets that may be in danger of
poor regulation. For instance, secret significance, negativity, and per-
ceived social harm may be internal “warning signals” that people need
to put effort into regulating emotions in relation to those secrets.

Limitations and Future Directions

While offering valuable insights into the regulation of real-life
secrets, our studies do have limitations. First, and common in emo-
tion research, our measures of emotion regulation tend to conflate
frequency and intensity of emotion regulation strategy use, though
more closely resemble the latter. Future research would do well to
distinguish how much people employ a strategy versus the effort
they invest in using a given strategy (Gutentag & Tamir, 2022;
Tran et al., 2024). Additionally, future work could expand the
range of regulation assessment further by assessing different emo-
tion regulation strategy tactics (Gross, 2015; Koole, 2009), which
are theoretically related, yet not fully overlapping, ways of imple-
menting specific strategies.

In addition, people normally hold multiple types of secrets at any
given time (Slepian et al., 2017), yet here we only considered emo-
tion regulation of one (namely, the most important) secret per per-
son. While we designed our studies to explore within-person use
of emotion regulation strategies, an intriguing future direction
would be to explore between-secret variation, that is, whether certain
types of secrets (e.g., addiction vs. infidelity) require greater regula-
tion than others.

Our findings also open avenues for future exploration. Our work
focused on regulation of secrets concerning one’s own personal
information. However, secrets are often about other people (e.g.,
knowing that a friend is being cheated on, and not letting them
know) or are held for other people (i.e., a friend confiding that
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they are cheating, and asking you to not tell anyone; Slepian &
Greenaway, 2018; Slepian & Kirby, 2018). Future studies would
do well to identify whether people use similar or distinct types of
regulation strategies to manage these different types of secrets.
Additionally, extending on our studies’ insights, we suggest future
studies directly investigate well-being outcomes following imple-
mentation of the strategies used by secret-keepers. Gaining more
real-life understanding of which strategies result in the best regula-
tory outcomes would provide practical guidance on how to improve
the well-being of people living with secrets.

Conclusion

We explored processes at the novel intersection of information
regulation and emotion regulation. In an experiment, we found
that people regulate emotions about secrets in ways that are different
from information that is simply unknown. In two daily diary studies,
we investigated how people regulate emotions about secrets as they
unfold in real life contexts. We found that people predominantly
use acceptance, distraction, and suppression—and avoid social
sharing—to cope with their secrets as they juggle everyday acti-
vities. Further, secrets that are significant, negative, controllable,
and socially harmful appeared to be the secrets most intensely reg-
ulated. Our findings lay the groundwork for future investigations of
regulatory processes that support the well-being of people living
with secrets—that is, all of us.
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