
P1: GYQ

Journal of Youth and Adolescence pp362-joyo-366322 January 31, 2002 7:48 Style file version July 26, 1999

Journal of Youth and Adolescence, Vol. 31, No. 2, April 2002, pp. 123–136 (C© 2002)

Keeping Secrets From Parents: Advantages
and Disadvantages of Secrecy in Adolescence

Catrin Finkenauer,1 Rutger C. M. E. Engels,2 and Wim Meeus3

Received December 28, 2000; accepted October 4, 2001

Traditional views regard secrecy as problematic, and associated research among adults almost ex-
clusively focuses on its physical and psychological disadvantages for the secret-keeper. Contrary
to this negative view on secrecy, this paper proposes that secrecy may have developmental func-
tions that bear particular importance in the period of adolescence. Specifically, it should be asso-
ciated with adolescents’ feeling of emotional autonomy. A cross-sectional study was conducted to
examine the links between secrecy and psychosocial well-being and emotional autonomy among
227 younger (12–13 years) and older (16–18 years) adolescents. Results showed that keeping se-
crets from parents is associated with physical and psychological disadvantages in adolescence. Con-
firming the prediction, however, secrecy was also related to adolescents’ emotional autonomy. The
theoretical and empirical implications of our findings are discussed in the context of adolescent
development.
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INTRODUCTION

Most research on secrecy has focused on its detrimen-
tal impact on the adult secret-keeper, such as health prob-
lems (Pennebaker and Susman, 1988), obsessive thoughts
(Lane and Wegner, 1995), and emotional distress
(Finkenauer and Rim´e, 1998a). In contrast, little attention
has been paid to the potential benefits of secrecy. Such
benefits are sometimes implied in theories on children’s
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development as factors contributing to children’s individ-
uation (Watson and Valtin, 1993). Yet, their role in ado-
lescent development has not been studied. This neglect
is unfortunate because secrecy may facilitate the accom-
plishment of one important developmental task in adoles-
cence, namely emotional autonomy. The purpose of this
study is to begin to fill this gap of knowledge about secrets.
Specifically, it is aimed at examining both the disadvan-
tages and advantages of secrecy for adolescent well-being
and psychosocial development.

DISADVANTAGES OF SECRECY

Secrecy is commonly associated with “having some-
thing to hide”: something shameful, furtive, or bad (Bok,
1989). Comparable to a virus, it is assumed to poison mind
and body, ultimately making people physically and men-
tally sick. Research among adults corroborates this as-
sumption (e.g., Finkenauer and Rim´e, 1998b; Lane and
Wegner, 1995; Larson and Chastain, 1990; Pennebaker
and Susman, 1988). In their research, for example, Larson
and Chastain (1990) found that the dispositional tendency
to keep secrets, also called self-concealment, contributed
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to physical complaints and depression, above and beyond
other stress factors associated with physical and psycho-
logical problems such as traumatic experiences or lack
of social support. Based on these findings, Larson and
Chastain (1990) conclude that secrecy, independent of the
type of secret that is kept, “exacts a price and functions as
an internal stressor” (p. 452). Similarly, Finkenauer and
Rimé (1998b) found that people who keep emotional se-
crets report more physical complaints than people who
do not have emotional secrets. Besides these psycholog-
ical and physical disadvantages, secrecy is hypothesized
to have social disadvantages among which loneliness fig-
ures prominently. By nature, secrecy separates the secret-
keeper(s) from those who don’t know about the secret.
This separation is suggested to lead to feelings of loneli-
ness. “Nothing makes people more lonely, and more cut
off from the fellowship of others, than the possession of
an anxiously hidden and jealously guarded secret” (Jung,
1961, p. 192). Some support for this suggestion was found
among college students where the tendency to keep secrets
positively correlated with a measure of shyness (Ichiyama
et al., 1993). However, to our knowledge, there are no em-
pirical studies that test whether secrecy is associated with
loneliness among adolescents.

Taken together, research and theories on secrecy
among adults suggest that the physical, psychological,
and social disadvantages of secrecy may be substantial.
These disadvantages appear to be associated with the very
fact that people keep secrets and less with the type of
secrets they keep (Finkenauer and Rim´e, 1998b; Lane
and Wegner, 1990; Pennebaker and Beall, 1986). Conse-
quently, secrecy is often considered as dysfunctional and
problematic for the secret-keeper, at least among adults.
Because those features of secrecy that have been asso-
ciated with its disadvantages (e.g., separation between
secret-keeper and those who don’t know, conscious effort
not to reveal the to-be-kept-secret material) are by defini-
tion part of every secret people keep, we expect the ob-
served disadvantages of secrecy in research among adults
to extend to adolescence.

ADVANTAGES OF SECRECY

While secrecy’s disadvantages have attracted the at-
tention of researchers, its advantages have nearly escaped
their attention. The potential advantages of secrecy bear
particular importance for adolescence when secrecy can
be argued to facilitate the second individuation process,
a developmental task that is at the core of adolescence
(Blos, 1979; Erikson, 1959; Steinberg and Silverberg,
1986).

Individuation Processes in Childhood
and Adolescence

While the process of individuation (i.e., develop-
ing and maintaining an autonomous self ) is important
throughout the life-span, 2 peaks of development figure
prominently in the literature. The 1st peak in individu-
ation occurs in early childhood (Kaplan, 1987; Mahler
et al., 1975). One of children’s first tasks is to distance
and disengage themselves from their primary caretakers
and establish boundaries between “self” and “nonself”
(Kaplan, 1987). This so-called first individuation process
is commonly assumed to come to a completion between
3 and 5 years of age (Mahleret al., 1975).

The 2nd peak in the individuation process occurs
during adolescence (Blos, 1967, 1979). Adolescents have
to let go of the safety of childhood and parental pro-
tection and develop a firm hold on the responsibilities
and demands of adulthood. They have to relinquish of
the dependence on parents and establish and consolidate
their capacities of self-regulation and self-determination
(e.g., Allenet al., 1994; Larsonet al., 1996; Steinberg
and Silverberg, 1986). As they grow older, adolescents
become less dependent on their parents. Although parents
do not become unimportant, adolescents increasingly rely
on friends for social support; they do not continue to see
their parents as all-knowing or all-powerful, and they be-
come able to perceive and interact with their parents as
people—not just as parents (Steinberg, 1990). This aspect
of individuation that is related to changes in adolescents’
relationship with their parents refers to adolescents be-
coming emotionally autonomous. While other aspects of
autonomy and independence have been considered in the
literature (e.g., Ryan and Lynch, 1989), as we will show
ahead, emotional autonomy is particularly important with
respect to secrecy.

Individuation Processes and Secrecy

Paralleling the separation from close others, in par-
ticular caregivers, inherent in the individuation processes,
secrecy separates those who know from those who don’t.
Therefore, secrecy has been proposed to facilitate the pro-
cess of individuation (Margolis, 1966; Simmel, 1950; van
Manen and Levering, 1996). Specifically, to keep a secret,
the secret-keeper needs to exert self-control and personal
choice which are considered as indicators of the devel-
opment of self and autonomy (Margolis, 1966). Secret-
related self-control consists, for example, in restraining
oneself from involuntarily spilling the secret. Personal
choice pertains to secret-keepers’ decision whether or
not to reveal the secret to others. Thus, secrecy should
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contribute to the process of individuation among children
and adolescents.

Research among children provides support for the
suggestion that secrecy is associated with the first individ-
uation process. To use and understand secrecy, children
have to realize that they possess information that others
have no access to unless they were to tell them about it.
Most children at the age of 5 acquired this cognitive pre-
requisite for secrecy (e.g., Peskin, 1992). The emergence
of the capacity to use secrecy and deception is commonly
considered as an indication of children’s sense of self,
because it reflects that children are able to take the per-
spective of another person and to differentiate between
themselves and others (Chandleret al., 1989; Meares and
Orlay, 1988; Peskin, 1992; Pipe and Goodman, 1991). In
the same vein, the contents of children’s secrets mostly
pertain to possessions, such as pets, objects, or places,
that accentuate the separation of the self from others by
the mere fact of having or owning something all by one-
self (Last and Aharoni-Etzioni, 1995). Younger children
(5–6 years) consider their secrets as a possession that they
should keep to themselves, because it would be lost if told
(Flitner and Valtin, 1985; Watson and Valtin, 1993).

Thus, secrecy and the first individuation process ap-
pear to be closely related among younger children. Par-
alleling the developmental task of the self in childhood,
secrecy seems to provide children with a tool to practice
and establish separateness and differentiation from others.

Research on secrecy in adolescence and in particular
on the link between secrecy and the second individuation
process is lacking. Extending findings from studies on
children, secrecy in adolescence, particularly, keeping se-
crets from parents should be related to adolescents’ feeling
of autonomy from parents. To our knowledge, there are no
empirical studies that investigate this potential advantage
of secrecy in adolescence.

DEVELOPMENTAL ASPECTS OF SECRECY
IN ADOLESCENCE

Keeping a secret requires certain skills, such as self-
control (e.g., resisting the temptation to confide) and per-
sonal choice (e.g., not telling my mother but my best
friend) (Margolis, 1966). It is likely that adolescents ac-
quire these skills and use secrecy more easily with in-
creasing age and experience (cf. Buhrmester, 1990). As
compared to older adolescents, for example, younger ado-
lescents may be less used to keeping a secret and may not
yet possess the strategies necessary to protect their secrets
from being discovered. Also, young adolescents may still
experience keeping a secret from their parents as a “cruel

paradox” (cf. Harber and Pennebaker, 1992), for although
they feel that they have a right to possess a secret from their
parents, they may still perceive them as “omnipotent” au-
thority who has even more right to know (Watson and
Valtin, 1993). As adolescents become older and emotion-
ally autonomous, they relinquish their childish perception
of parental omnipotence (Steinberg and Silverberg, 1986),
which may provide them with a greater feeling of right to
secrecy. Accordingly, keeping a secret from one’s parents
may be more stressful for younger than for older adoles-
cents. Put differently, secrecy’s disadvantages should be
more pronounced for younger adolescents.

VICISSITUDES OF RESEARCH ON SECRECY

The literature uses secrecy in a way that makes it
difficult to identify secrecy as a unique and independent
concept. Given that it taps into human communication,
it is often used as the reverse side of self-disclosure (e.g.,
Buhrmester and Prager, 1995; Cheluneet al., 1984). When
one considers a specific piece of information, disclosure
and secrecy do indeed seem to indicate opposite processes
(e.g., he kept his drunkenness secret, hence did not dis-
close it). Yet, in everyday life, people keep secrets and
disclose information at the same time. For example, an
adolescent girl may tell her parents that she has a new
boyfriend, but may keep the fact that she already had sex
with him secret. Thus, disclosure and secrecy in every-
day life have to be considered as related but distinct con-
structs (cf. Larson and Chastain, 1990). To establish that
secrecy from parents has disadvantages and advantages
for adolescents’ well-being and development of emotional
autonomy, above and beyond mere “nondisclosure,” it
is necessary to consider disclosure when investigating
secrecy in adolescence.

Although we emphasized that secrecy requires per-
sonal choice, it is possible that adolescents keep secrets
because they (believe they) have no choice. On the one
hand, they may have a bad relationship with their parents
which prevents them from confiding personal information
to them. On the other hand, they may not have peers and
friends to share their secrets with. In both cases, the dis-
advantages and advantages of secrecy may not be due to
secrecy from parents as such, but to third factors, namely
a bad relationship with parents or restricted social contact
with peers. To minimize the risk of these confounds artifi-
cially inflating the link between secrecy and its proposed
disadvantages and advantages, it is necessary to assess the
quality of adolescents’ relationship with parents and the
frequency of social contacts with peers when conducting
research on secrecy in adolescence.
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OVERVIEW

To investigate the disadvantages and advantages of
secrecy for adolescent well-being and emotional auton-
omy, we conducted a cross-sectional study. To explore the
developmental aspects of secrecy, questionnaires were dis-
tributed among 2 groups of adolescents (12–13-year-olds
and 16–18-year-olds, respectively). Our hypotheses were
threefold. First, the disadvantages of secrecy among adults
(i.e., physical complaints, depressive mood, and loneli-
ness) should hold for adolescents. Second, secrecy should
be related to feelings of emotional autonomy. Finally, se-
crecy’s disadvantages and advantages should vary across
age with younger adolescents, as compared to their older
counterparts, experiencing more disadvantages but also
more advantages by keeping secrets from their parents.
To separate the confounding influence of third factors,
namely disclosure, quality of relationship with parents,
and frequency of contact with friends and peers, from ef-
fects because of secrecy, we had to control for these factors
when running the analyses tapping each of our hypotheses.

METHOD

Participants

Because the study included a comparison of younger
(12–13 years) and older adolescents (16–18 years),
2 schools that provided classes covering both age-groups
were approached. Both schools readily agreed to partici-
pate in the study and allowed for administration of ques-
tionnaires during lessons.

In total, 227 adolescents participated in a question-
naire study on communication and relationships in adoles-
cence. The group of young adolescents consisted of 110
seventh graders with a mean age of 12.61 years (SD=
0.58) (57 females and 52 males). The group of older ado-
lescents consisted of 23 eleventh and 94 twelfth graders
with a mean age of 17.55 years (SD= 0.86) (60 females
and 58 males). The vast majority of adolescents (96%,
N = 217) were born in the Netherlands and held the Dutch
nationality (96%,N = 219). Almost all adolescents lived
with both parents (94%,N = 213); 9 adolescents (4%)
lived with their mothers, 2 adolescents lived with their
father, 1 adolescent lived by her/himself, and 2 lived in
other living-arrangements.

Questionnaires

Participants received a large battery of question-
naires. Only those questionnaires relevant to the questions

addressed in this paper will be presented here. Results
pertaining to the remaining parts of the questionnaire are
reported elsewhere (Finkenauer and Meeus, 1999).

Secrecy From Parents

To assess secrecy from parents, we adapted Larson
and Chastain’s Self-Concealment Scale (SCS; Larson and
Chastain, 1990). The original SCS consists of 10 items as-
sessing (a) the tendency to keep things to oneself, (b) the
possession of a secret or negative thoughts not shared with
others, and (c) the apprehension of the revelation of con-
cealed personal information. To assess secrecy from par-
ents, we adapted the original items simply by adding par-
ents as the target of adolescents’ secrecy. The items “My
secrets are too embarrassing to share with others” and “I
have negative thoughts about myself that I never share with
anyone,” for example, became “My secrets are too em-
barrassing to share with my parents” and “I have negative
thoughts about myself that I never share with my parents,”
respectively. Adolescents rated all items on 5-point scales
(1 – not at all, 5 – extremely). In our study, the scale had
high internal consistency (Cronbach’sα = 0.81). Adoles-
cents’ ratings were averaged to establish a secrecy from
parents score; higher values indicated greater secrecy.

Physical Complaints

To assess adolescents’ physical complaints, we used
Sikkel’s Physical Wellness Scale (Sikkel, 1980). Thirteen
items assess the extent to which a person suffers from
minor physical complaints (e.g., headaches, nausea, tired-
ness). Respondents rated whether or not they experienced
each complaint on a regular basis (yes vs. no). Their an-
swers were summed to establish a physical complaints
score. Higher scores indicated more physical complaints.

Depressive Mood

Kandel and Davies’ 6-item Kandel Depression Scale
(Kandel and Davies, 1982) was used to assess depressive
mood. Respondents rated the frequency (0 – never, 4 –
always) with which they experienced symptoms of depres-
sive mood such as feeling nervous and tensed (Cronbach’s
α = 0.75). Their responses were averaged to yield a de-
pressive mood score; higher values indicated more fre-
quent feelings of depression.

Loneliness

Loneliness was assessed using the revised UCLA
Loneliness scale (Russelet al., 1980) which was translated
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into Dutch with the use of a translation-back-translation
procedure. The scale consists of 20 statements concern-
ing the extent to which people feel lonely (e.g., I feel left
out). Respondents rated the items on 5-point scales (1 –
not at all true for me, 5 – verytrue for me). In our study,
the internal consistency was high (Cronbach’sα = 0.92).
Adolescents’ responses were averaged to yield a lone-
liness score; higher values indicated greater feelings of
loneliness.

Emotional Autonomy

The Dutch version of the emotional autonomy scale
(original by Steinberg and Silverberg, 1986, translated
and validated by Goossens, 1997) was used to assess emo-
tional autonomy in adolescents’ relationships with par-
ents. The scale includes 2 cognitive and 2 affective sub-
scales. The cognitive subscales are “Deidealization,”
which taps adolescents’ relinquishing of childish percep-
tions of parental omnipotence (Cronbach’sα = 0.67), and
“Perception of parents as people,” which taps the extent to
which adolescents perceive parents as agents functioning
independently from them (Cronbach’sα = 0.70). The af-
fective subscales are “Nondependency on parents,” which
assesses the absence of childish dependency from par-
ents (Cronbach’sα = 0.50), and “Individuation,” which
taps the extent to which adolescents perceive themselves
as individuals functioning independently from their par-
ents (Cronbach’sα = 0.72). The total scale showed high
internal consistency (Cronbach’sα = 0.84). Given the
low consistency of Nondependency, this subscale was not
considered in the analyses. Respondents rated the items on
5-point scales (1 – not at all true for me, 5 – verytrue for
me). Four scores were established by averaging partici-
pants’ scores on the corresponding items of the subscales:
(1) Deidealization, (2) Perception of parents as people,
(3) Individuation, and (4) Emotional Autonomy. The to-
tal scale showed high internal consistency (Cronbach’s
α = 0.84). Scores were established by averaging respon-
dents’ answers; higher values indicate greater deidealiza-
tion, perception of parents as people, individuation, and
emotional autonomy.

Disclosure Towards Parents

To assess adolescents’ disclosure towards parents,
we used an adapted version of the Self-Disclosure In-
dex (SDI; Miller et al., 1983). The SDI consists of 10
items assessing general self-disclosure in same-sex re-
lationships. Because we wanted to assess adolescents’

willingness to disclose personal information to parents,
we adapted the items by asking them to rate to what
extent they disclose information (e.g., personal habits,
deepest feelings, what they like or dislike about them-
selves) about themselves to their parents. Adolescents
rated the 10 items on 5-point scales (1 – not at all, 5 –
extremely). In our study, the disclosure scale showed high
internal consistency (Cronbach’sα = 0.83). Adolescents’
ratings were averaged to establish a disclosure to par-
ents score; higher values on these scores indicated greater
disclosure.

Quality of Relationship With Parents

To assess the quality of the relationship with parents,
adolescents completed a modified version of Vangelisti’s
Family Satisfaction Questionnaire (Vangelisti, 1994).
This questionnaire was originally designed to assess ado-
lescents’ satisfaction with their family relationships
(Vangelisti, 1994; Vangelisti and Caughlin, 1997). We
adapted the instructions in such a way that they referred
to the relationship adolescents have with their parents.
The measure was used to evaluate relationship quality,
because it does not include items referring to interper-
sonal behaviors related to communication (e.g., I can talk
openly with my parents). Consequently, it does not yield
artificially high correlations with interpersonal behaviors
such as secrecy and disclosure (see Fincham and Bradbury,
1987, for a detailed discussion on this measurement is-
sue). Respondents rated their relationship with parents on
10 sets of antonyms (e.g., boring–interesting, enjoyable–
miserable, worthwhile–useless). Each set of antonyms was
rated on 7-point bipolar scales with the antonyms as an-
chors (e.g., 1 – verypleasant, 4 – neither nor, 7 – very
unpleasant). In our study, the scale showed high internal
consistency (Cronbach’sα = 0.86). Adolescents’ ratings
were averaged to establish a quality of relationship with
parents score; higher values indicated greater quality of
the relationship.

Frequency of Contact With Friends and Peers

To assess the frequency of contact with friends and
peers, adolescents rated how many hours they had spent
in the course of the last week with (a) their best friend and
(b) their friends in general. Additionally, they were asked
to rate how many hours they had spent alone (Engelset al.,
1999). They rated these items on 5-point scales (1= less
than 1 h, 2= 1–3 h, 3= 4–6 h, 4= 7–10 h, and 5=
more than 11 h).



P1: GYQ

Journal of Youth and Adolescence pp362-joyo-366322 January 31, 2002 7:48 Style file version July 26, 1999

128 Finkenauer, Engels, and Meeus

RESULTS

Descriptive Analyses: Age and Sex Differences

Table I provides data on the means and standard devi-
ations for the variables assessed in this study. To examine
differences between the 2 groups of adolescents and ex-
plore sex differences that are commonly found in research
on adolescent–parent communication (e.g., Youniss and
Smollar, 1985; for a review, see Buhrmester and Prager,
1995), we conducted separate 2-way analyses (ANOVAs)
with age-group (younger vs. older adolescents) and sex
(female vs. male adolescents) as between-subjects factors.

Many adolescents reported keeping some secrets
from their parents. The degree to which they reported
keeping secrets from their parents did not vary across
age or sex. Female adolescents reported more physical
complaints (M = 3.45), F(1, 223)= 6.03, p < 0.05,
and more frequent depressive mood (M = 1.62) than
did their male counterparts (M = 2.60 andM = 1.28,
respectively),F(1, 222)= 17.23, p < .001. No main or
higher order effects emerged for loneliness. Although
many adolescents reported experiencing some loneliness,
these feelings were not very pronounced among adoles-
cents in our sample (M = 2.03 on a 5-point scale). The
analysis regarding emotional autonomy, secrecy’s hypoth-
esized benefit, revealed that older adolescents reported
greater emotional autonomy (M = 3.19) than did younger
adolescents (M = 3.19), F(1, 223)= 7.07, p < 0.01,
reflecting an increased independence from parental su-
pervision and protection.

Adolescents’ reported disclosure to parents varied
across sex,F(1, 223)= 4.21, p < 0.05. Female adoles-
cents reported disclosing more personal information to
their parents (M = 3.29) than did male adolescents (M =

Table I. Means and Standard Deviations for Secrecy, its Disadvantages and Advantages, and Potential Confounds

Younger Older Female Male
adolescents adolescents adolescents adolescents

Variable M SD M SD M SD M SD

Secrecy parents 2.18 0.68 2.29 0.54 2.22 0.56 2.25 0.66
Physical complaints 2.92 2.55 3.15 2.67 3.45 2.56 2.60∗ 2.60
Depressive mood 1.42 0.64 1.50 0.62 1.62 0.60 1.28∗∗ 0.62
Loneliness 2.04 0.52 2.02 0.53 2.04 0.51 2.02 0.54
Emotional autonomy 3.02 0.51 3.19∗∗ 0.46 2.31 0.51 2.25 0.56
Disclosure parents 3.30 0.65 3.11∗ 0.55 3.29 0.61 3.11∗ 0.60
Quality of relationship parents 5.95 0.80 5.62∗∗ 0.99 5.82 0.87 5.74 0.97
Time spent with best friend 3.78 1.30 3.58 1.36 3.81 1.30 3.54 1.36
Time spent with friends 3.73 1.28 3.81 1.11 3.85 1.12 3.68 1.26
Time spent alone 2.94 1.53 3.96∗∗ 1.47 3.40 1.51 3.55 1.42

Note. Asterisk indicates significant difference:∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01.

3.11). A main effect for age-group,F(1, 223)= 5.46,p <
0.05, revealed that younger adolescents reported disclos-
ing more information to their parents (M = 3.30) than did
older adolescents (M = 3.10). These main effects were
moderated by a significant interaction,F(1, 223)= 1.97,
p < 0.05. The decrease in disclosure to parents was par-
ticularly pronounced among older adolescent boys (M =
2.92), as compared to all 3 other groups which did not
differ significantly from each other (M = 3.28–3.30). For
quality of relationship with parents, a main effect for age-
group, F(1, 223)= 7.51, p < 0.01, yielded that older
adolescents’ relationship with parents was less good than
younger adolescents’ relationship with parents. We want
to point out, however, that the quality of adolescents’
relationship with their parents was very high both for
younger and older adolescents (5.95 and 5.62, respec-
tively on a 7-point scale). With respect to frequency of
contact with friends and peers, for the most part, younger
and older adolescents reported spending more time with
their best friend or friends in general than alone (see
Table I for details). Older adolescents reported spending
more time alone (M = 3.96) than did younger adolescents
(M = 2.94), F(1, 218)= 29.48, p < 0.01.

Disadvantages of Secrecy From Parents

To examine whether the disadvantages of secrecy
found among adults extend to adolescents, we conducted
hierarchical multivariate regression analyses to assess the
respective importance of (1) demographic variables (i.e.,
age-group, sex), (2) third variables (i.e., disclosure to-
wards parents, quality of relationship with parents, time
spent with best friend, friend, and alone), and (3) secrecy
towards parents in predicting the physical, psychologi-
cal, and social disadvantages of secrecy in adolescence
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Table II. Correlation Matrix of the Variables Assessed in This Study

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Secrecy parents 1.00
Physical complaints 0.334 1.00
Depressive mood 0.402 0.402 1.00
Loneliness 0.248 0.194 0.348 1.00
Emotional autonomy 0.595 0.284 0.337 0.019 1.00
Disclosure parents −0.459 −0.202 −0.110 −0.169 −0.526 1.00
Quality of relationship parents −0.442 −0.171 −0.223 −0.221 −0.459 0.414 1.00
Time spent with best friend −0.013 0.030 0.010 −0.136 −0.030 −0.001 0.104 1.00
Time spent with friends −0.018 0.036 −0.038 −0.245 0.007 0.000 0.056 0.496 1.00
Time spent alone 0.147 0.104 0.089 0.061 0.174−0.087 −0.113 −0.055 −0.044 1.00

Mean 2.24 3.04 1.46 2.03 3.10 3.20 5.78 3.68 3.77 3.47
Standard deviation 0.61 2.61 0.63 0.53 0.49 0.61 0.92 1.33 1.19 1.47

Note. Correlation coefficients>0.13 are significant atp < 0.05.

(Table II provides detailed information concerning the in-
terrelations between the variables assessed in this study).

Physical Complaints

Paralleling the results reported above, sex predicted
physical complaints when entered by itself in Step 1 (β =
−0.16) and in the final regression equation (β = −0.19)
(see Table III). Female adolescents reported more physi-
cal complaints than did male adolescents. Disclosure to

Table III. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Disadvantages of Secrecy in Adolescence (N = 227)

Physical complaints Depressive mood Loneliness

Variable B β R2 B β R2 B β R2

Step 1 0.03∗ 0.09∗∗ 0.03
Age-group 0.23 0.04 0.07 0.06 −0.04 −0.09
Sex −0.85 −0.16∗ −0.36 −0.29∗∗ −0.05 −0.09

Step 2 0.10∗∗ 0.15∗∗ 0.13∗∗
Age-group −0.22 −0.04 −0.02 −0.01 −0.11 −0.10
Sex −1.1 −0.20∗∗ −0.40 −0.32∗∗ −0.10 −0.09
Disclosure parents −0.88 −0.20∗∗ −0.10 −0.10 −0.13 −0.15∗
Quality of relationship −0.28 −0.10 −0.12 −0.18∗ −0.09 −0.15∗
Time spent with best friend 0.02 0.01 0.00 0.01 −0.08 −0.01
Time spent with friends 0.06 0.02 −0.03 −0.05 −0.10 −0.23∗∗
Time spent alone 0.16 0.09 0.03 0.07 0.02 0.05

Step 3 0.15∗∗ 0.24∗∗ 0.14∗∗
Age-group −0.12 −0.02 0.02 0.01 −0.10 −0.09
Sex −0.98 −0.19∗∗ −0.37 −0.30∗∗ −0.09 −0.09
Disclosure parents −0.46 −0.11 0.04 0.04 −0.09 −0.10
Quality of relationship −0.07 −0.02 −0.05 −0.07 −0.07 −0.12
Time spent with best friend 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 −0.04 −0.01
Time spent with friends 0.06 0.03 −0.02 −0.05 −0.10 −0.23∗∗
Time spent alone 0.12 0.07 0.02 0.04 0.01 0.04
Secrecy towards parents 1.1 0.26∗∗ 0.38 0.37∗∗ 0.11 0.12

Note. Variables are coded such that high values indicate older adolescents for age-group and male for sex.
∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01.

parents predicted physical complaints when entered in
Step 2 (β = −0.20). In the final regression equation,
however, the predictive power of disclosure to parents dis-
appeared when secrecy from parents was included. Specif-
ically, the addition of secrecy from parents increased the
predicted variance in physical complaints fromR2 = 0.10
to R2 = 0.15, F(1, 211)= 11.19, p < 0.01, an increase
of 5%. With respect to physical complaints in adolescence,
these results suggest that disclosure matters less than se-
crecy when it comes to adolescents’ physical complaints.
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Depressive Mood

The results for the regression analysis concerning
depressive mood paralleled those for physical complaints
(see Table III). Sex emerged as first order predictor of
depressive mood when entered by itself in Step 1 (β =
−0.29) and in the final regression equation (β = −0.30),
with female adolescents experiencing more depressive
mood than their male counterparts. Quality of the rela-
tionship with parents emerged as first order predictor of
depressive mood when entered in Step 2 (β = −0.18).
In the final regression equation, however, the predictive
power of quality of relationship with parents disappeared
when secrecy from parents was included. The addition
of secrecy from parents increased the predicted vari-
ance in depressive mood fromR2 = 0.15 to R2 = 0.24,
F(1, 211)= 25.99, p < 0.01, an increase of 9%. The
quality of the adolescents’ relationship with their parents
appears to be reflected in adolescents’ secrecy from their
parents when it comes to depressive mood. The quality
of the relationship with parents seems to affect depressive
mood indirectly through secrecy.

Loneliness

The results of the analysis concerning loneliness did
not confirm our prediction that secrecy has social disad-
vantages, at least not secrecy from parents (see Table III).
Secrecy did not emerge as a first order predictor of loneli-
ness when all other variables were controlled for. Disclo-
sure to parents, quality of relationship with parents, and
time spent with friends in general were all negatively re-
lated with loneliness when entered in Step 2 (β = −0.15,
β = −0.15, andβ = −0.23, respectively). The influence
of disclosure to parents and quality of relationship with
parents became nonsignificant when secrecy from parents
was entered in the final equation. The only predictor that
remained influential for adolescents’ feelings of loneliness
was time spent with friends in general (β = −0.23). The
less time adolescents reported spending with their friends,
the more they reported feeling lonely. These results sug-
gest that loneliness in adolescence is mainly determined by
adolescents’ relationships outside the family rather than
by their relationships with their parents.

Developmental Aspects in the Disadvantages of Secrecy

We predicted that age would moderate the disad-
vantages of secrecy. To examine whether the interaction
between secrecy and age-group would add to the explained

variance of the disadvantages of secrecy, we added the
interaction effect to the above described regression equa-
tions. All continuous variables were standardized before
the interaction term and regression statistics were calcu-
lated (Aiken and West, 1991). None of the three regression
analyses showed an effect for the interaction term. It thus
seems that secrecy from parents takes its toll independent
of the age of the adolescent secret-keeper.

Advantages of Secrecy From Parents

A hierarchical multivariate regression analysis ex-
amined whether secrecy contributes to the second indi-
viduation process by enhancing to adolescents’ emotional
autonomy from parents. To present a more credible case
for the advantages of secrecy for emotional autonomy,
the hierarchical regression controlled for physical com-
plaints and depressive mood, before regressing emotional
autonomy scores on secrecy. As can be seen in Table IV,
age-group emerged as first order predictor of emotional
autonomy when entered in Step 1 (β = 0.19), but this ef-
fect disappeared when disclosure to parents and quality of
the relationship with parents were included in the equation
(see Step 2). In light of the earlier findings showing that
both these variables varied across age (see Table I), this re-
sult suggests that it is less the age of an adolescent that de-
termines her/his feelings of emotional autonomy. Rather
it seems that what happens in the relationship with her/his
parents (i.e., disclosure and quality) that affects feelings
of emotional autonomy. Indeed, disclosure to parents and
quality of the relationship with parents both contributed
negatively to emotional autonomy (β = −0.27 and−0.14,
respectively), even when adding secrecy from parents in
Step 4. As can be seen, these results held when control-
ling for depressive mood and physical complaints (Steps
3 and 4). These findings suggest that the more adolescents
disclose to their parents and the better their relationship
with their parents, the less developed are their feelings of
emotional autonomy. Importantly, however, the analysis
confirmed our prediction that secrecy contributes to ado-
lescents’ feeling of autonomy (β = 0.39). The addition
of secrecy from parents increased the predicted variance
in autonomy fromR2 = 0.42 to R2 = 0.50, F(1, 209)=
33.10, p < 0.01, an increase of 8% above and beyond
the influence of all other (confounding) variables. Thus,
adolescents who keep secrets from their parents perceive
themselves as emotionally autonomous.

Findings by Franket al. (1990) indicate that the
deindealization subscale of the emotional autonomy scale
may be particularly relevant for adolescents’ progress in
identity formation. In their study among late adolescents,
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Table IV. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Advantages of Secrecy in Adolescence (N = 227)

Emotional autonomy Deidealization Parents as people Individuation

Variable B β R2 B β R2 B β R2 B β R2

Step 1 0.04∗ 0.07∗ 0.02 0.03∗
Age-group 0.19 0.19∗∗ 0.30 0.26∗∗ −0.15 −0.12† 0.23 0.17∗
Sex −0.00 −0.05 −0.09 −0.08 −0.07 −0.05 −0.04 −0.03

Step 2 0.38∗∗ 0.39∗∗ 0.15∗∗ 0.32∗∗
Age-group 0.03 0.03 0.12 0.10† −0.27 −0.22∗∗ 0.04 0.03
Sex −0.13 −0.13∗ −0.17 −0.15∗∗ −0.11 −0.09 −0.16 −0.12∗
Disclosure parents −0.34 −0.42∗∗ −0.32 −0.33∗∗ −0.11 −0.10 −0.52 −0.46∗∗
Quality of relationship −0.14 −0.27∗∗ −0.21 −0.34∗∗ −0.20 −0.30∗∗ −0.12 −0.17∗∗
Time spent with best friend −0.01 −0.02 −0.00 −0.01 −0.02 −0.04 0.02 0.04
Time spent with friends 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.05 0.00 0.01 −0.09 −0.01
Time spent alone 0.03 0.10† 0.05 0.12∗ 0.03 0.06 0.04 0.09

Step 3 0.42∗∗ 0.42∗ 0.20∗∗ 0.37∗∗
Age-group 0.03 0.03 0.12 0.10† −0.27 −0.21∗∗ 0.05 0.03
Sex −0.06 −0.06 −0.11 −0.10† −0.02 −0.02 −0.06 −0.05
Disclosure parents −0.32 −0.39∗∗ −0.30 −0.30∗∗ −0.09 −0.09 −0.49 −0.43∗∗
Quality of relationship −0.12 −0.23∗∗ −0.19 −0.31∗∗ −0.17 −0.26∗∗ −0.09 −0.13∗
Time spent with best friend −0.01 −0.02 −0.00 −0.01 −0.02 −0.04 0.02 −0.03
Time spent with friends 0.01 0.03 0.03 0.06 0.01 0.02 −0.04 −0.01
Time spent alone 0.03 0.08 0.04 0.10† 0.02 0.04 0.03 0.07
Depressive mood 0.16 0.21∗∗ 0.13 0.14∗ 0.25 0.26∗∗ 0.20 0.19∗∗
Physical complaints 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.04 −0.010 −0.04 0.01 0.05

Step 4 0.50∗∗ 0.13∗∗ 0.29∗∗ 0.48∗∗
Age-group 0.06 0.06 0.14 0.12∗ −0.23 −0.19 0.09 0.06
Sex −0.08 −0.08 −0.08 −0.10† −0.04 −0.03 −0.09 −0.06
Disclosure parents −0.22 −0.27∗∗ −0.24 −0.24∗∗ 0.04 0.04 −0.32 −0.28∗∗
Quality of relationship −0.08 −0.14∗ −0.17 −0.27∗∗ −0.11 −0.17∗ −0.02 −0.03
Time spent with best friend −0.02 −0.03 −0.00 −0.01 −0.02 −0.05 0.01 0.03
Time spent with friends 0.01 0.04 0.00 0.06 0.01 0.02 −0.00 −0.00
Time spent alone 0.02 0.06 0.00 0.09 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.04
Depressive mood 0.09 0.11 0.01 0.09 0.15 0.15† 0.08 0.07
Physical complaints 0.10 0.08 0.01 0.03 −0.01 −0.06 0.01 0.03
Secrecy towards parents 0.29 0.36∗∗ 0.17 0.18∗∗ 0.39 0.38∗∗ 0.48 0.43∗∗

Note. Variables are coded such that high values indicate older adolescents for age-group and male for sex.
†p < 0.10; ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01.

they found that deidealization discriminated between ado-
lescents classified as identity achieved and identity fore-
closed. To investigate whether the results varied as a func-
tion of subscales of emotional autonomy, we separately
conducted the above described hierarchical regression
analyses for deidealization, perception of parents as peo-
ple, and individuation. As can be seen in Table IV, there
were small variations in the pattern of first order predictors
for each subscale. However, secrecy from parents consis-
tently emerged as a first order predictor for all 3 subscales,
even when all other variables were controlled for.

Developmental Aspects in the Advantages of Secrecy

Again, we predicted that age would moderate the link
between secrecy and autonomy. To examine whether the
interaction between secrecy and age-group would add to

the explained variance of emotional autonomy, we added
the interaction term to the above described hierarchical re-
gression analysis (Aiken and West, 1991). No significant
effect emerged. It thus seems that secrecy from parents
contributes to feelings of emotional autonomy indepen-
dent of the age of the adolescent secret-keeper.

DISCUSSION

This study represents a first attempt to investigate the
disadvantages and advantages of secrecy in adolescence.
Contrary to traditional views on secrecy, which almost ex-
clusively consider the disadvantages of secrecy, we pro-
posed that secrecy may help adolescents to maximize their
developmental benefit when dealing with parents by facili-
tating the second individuation process, more specifically,
by contributing to their emotional autonomy.
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Keeping secrets from parents was associated with
physical complaints and depressive mood in adolescence.
Confirming our prediction, secrecy emerged as an impor-
tant predictor of adolescents’ feelings of emotional auton-
omy. No evidence for developmental aspects in the use of
secrecy emerged. The results for secrecy’s disadvantages
and advantages held even when controlling for the influ-
ence of confounding variables, including disclosure to par-
ents, quality of relationship with parents, and time spent
with friends. Taken together, these results provide the first
evidence that secrecy in adolescence may be a beneficial
albeit costly means to accomplish a developmental task
that figures prominently in adolescence, namely becom-
ing emotionally autonomous.

Disadvantages of Secrecy in Adolescence

Consistent with existing findings (Finkenauer and
Rimé, 1998b; Larson and Chastain, 1990; Pennebaker
and Susman, 1988), secrecy from parents was associ-
ated with substantial physical and psychological disad-
vantages for adolescents. The question arises, how secrecy
from parents may affect adolescents’ well-being? It is
possible that secrecy, independent of whether the secrets
are kept from parents or other people and independent
of the content of the secret that is kept, affects adoles-
cents’ well-being (e.g., Pennebaker, 1989). Specifically,
keeping a secret requires work. It requires physical work,
because the secret-keeper has to actively restrain him-/
herself from revealing the secret (e.g., biting one’s tongue,
hiding things, preventing oneself from doing or express-
ing secret-related information). It requires psychological
work, because the secret-keeper has to constantly mon-
itor his/her behavior, feelings, and thoughts. This work
and effort associated with secrecy may over time wear
and tear both body and mind, ultimately leading to phys-
ical and psychological problems (e.g., Lane and Wegner,
1995; Pennebaker, 1989). Another explanation derives
from the increase in self-consciousness and heightened
self-presentational concerns that are characteristic for the
period of adolescence (e.g., Finkenaueret al., 1999). Ado-
lescents often feel it is undesirable to admit one’s short-
comings, because they falsely assume that “everybody
else” is coping effectively, and they alone are failing.
By keeping their shortcomings and worries secret from
their parents, adolescents deprive themselves of an im-
portant source of social support, social validation, and af-
fection, which may lead to physical complaints and de-
pression. A final but related explanation derives from the
adolescent self. The self becomes increasingly differenti-
ated throughout adolescence (Harter, 1998). Adolescents
display different attributes in different relationships to gain

the approval of others (e.g., assertive with friend, submis-
sive with parent). In some cases, the construction of the
adolescent self may be so highly dependent on the ap-
proval of significant others, that a false self is created
(Harter, 1999). If adolescent secrecy from parents were
motivated by the need to deny the core self to please par-
ents, negative outcomes such as depression and physical
complaints may emerge. More studies, especially longi-
tudinal studies that allow examining secrecy’s role in the
onset of physical and psychological problems, are needed
to contrast different explanations for the observed physical
and psychological disadvantages of secrecy.

We did not find support for our prediction that secrecy
from parents is associated with feelings of loneliness. For
the purposes of our study, we focused on adolescents’
relationship with their parents and the development of
emotional autonomy. A partly related and equally impor-
tant developmental task in adolescence consists in the for-
mation of peer relationships (e.g., Blos, 1979; Grotevant
and Cooper, 1986). Belonging to a popular group, for
example, is an important goal for adolescents (Berndt,
1996). Having at least 1 friend to confide in is an indica-
tor of social competence (Hartup, 1996). Being rejected
by peers, on the contrary, indicates social failure and is
associated with loneliness, anxiety, and low self-esteem
(Coie, 1990; Renshaw and Brown, 1993). Peer relation-
ships may thus be more important determinants of ado-
lescent loneliness than the parental relationship that was
the focus in our study. In line with this suggestion, loneli-
ness in adolescence was predicted by the amount of time
adolescents reported spending with their friends but not
by variables tapping the adolescent–parent relationship.
In this perspective, secrets adolescents keep from their
friends, rather than secrets they keep from their parents,
may be determinants of adolescent loneliness.

Advantages of Secrecy in Adolescence

Confirming our prediction, secrecy from parents
clearly contributed to adolescents’ overall feeling of emo-
tional autonomy even when controlling for the confound-
ing influence of third variables (i.e., disclosure, quality of
relationship with parents, and frequency of contact with
friends and peers) and depressive mood and physical com-
plaints. Also, secrecy from parents contributed to all sub-
scales of emotional autonomy. In fact, it emerged as the
only first order predictor that consistently contributed to
all 3 of the examined subscales of the emotional auton-
omy scale. Research on the mechanisms underlying the
observed link is now called for. Different mechanisms
can be derived from features inherent in secrecy. First, by
actively keeping a secret from their parents, adolescents
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may establish a metaphoric boundary between themselves
and their parents (cf. Petronio, 1991). They regulate this
boundary by revealing or concealing information from
their parents. This self-regulation may provide adoles-
cents with a sense of self-determination and independence
from their parents (cf. Margolis, 1966). Additionally, it
may provide them with an opportunity to free themselves
from parental supervision and control and establish pri-
vacy (Buhrmester and Prager, 1995). Second, by keeping
secrets from their parents, adolescents may determine—in
part—how parents view their self and thereby consolidate
their identity (cf. Kelly, 1998). Thus, certain features of
secrecy can be assumed to promote important aspects of
autonomy, including separation from parents, self-control,
personal choice, and identity (Allenet al., 1994; Deci and
Ryan, 1991; Steinberg and Silverberg, 1986).

An issue that warrants caution concerns our con-
ceptualization and assessment of emotional autonomy as
developmental advantage. While some authors empha-
size that autonomy reflects self-determination and self-
governance (Ryanet al., 1995; Ryan and Lynch, 1989),
others emphasize that autonomy reflects (changes in) ado-
lescents’ relationship with their parents (Steinberg, 1990;
Steinberg and Silverberg, 1986). One important feature of
emotional autonomy consists in relinquishing dependence
on parents. While the decreased dependence on parents
may increase adolescents’ feelings of independence and
self-control, it may, at the same time, be associated with
detachment from parents (Franket al., 1990; Fuhrman and
Holembeck, 1995). Detachment from parents may be a
consequence of increases in emotional autonomy, or it may
be a chronic feature of the adolescent–parent relationship.
In both cases, however, it may have negative psychosocial
consequences, such as a drop in perceived parental accep-
tance, self-esteem, and perceived competence (Ryan and
Lynch, 1989). Achieving emotional autonomy in adoles-
cence may not only imply a gain in emotional autonomy
but also a loss of safety and parental protection (Allen and
Land, 1999). In this study, emotional autonomy was as-
sociated with psychosocial disadvantages (see Table II).
In this sense, emotional autonomy appears to be more
of a developmental tradeoff than a developmental benefit
(Allen and Land, 1999; Fuhrman and Holembeck, 1995;
Steinberg, 1990): It is a double-edged sword in that it may
be linked to perceptions of greater self-governance but
also to feelings of insecurity (Franket al., 1990).

Although it remains yet to be examined how secrecy
contributes to emotional autonomy, secrecy does not seem
to deserve the unsavory reputation it acquired through
studies on its disadvantages for the adult secret-keeper. In-
deed, our findings provide preliminary support for the sug-
gestion that the disadvantages and advantages of secrecy

from parents are, at least partly, independent. Rather than
being exclusively “bad,” secrecy in adolescence may be
a mixed blessing. It may facilitate the accomplishment
of developmental tasks by enhancing adolescents’ emo-
tional autonomy and independence, but at the same time,
it may exert a prize in the form of physical complaints and
depressive mood.

Developmental Aspects of Secrecy in Adolescence

Based on the assumption that secrecy requires a va-
riety of cognitive, behavioral, and affective skills, we sug-
gested that older adolescents would be more skillful and
more used to using secrecy in their contacts with parents.
Consequently, we predicted that older adolescents expe-
rience fewer disadvantages of secrecy. Our findings did
not support this hypothesis. On the one hand, it is pos-
sible that skills associated with secrecy are acquired ear-
lier than in the period of adolescence. Children from the
age of 5 appear to be capable to keep secrets (e.g., Pipe
and Wilson, 1994; for a review see Pipe and Goodman,
1991) and possess the cognitive prerequisites for secrecy
(e.g., Peskin, 1992). Once they acquire these skills, they
may practice secrecy and reach a plateau in their level
of secret-related skills before they enter adolescence. To
examine this suggestion more systematically, it would
be necessary to include both children and adolescents in
studies on secrecy. On the other hand, it is possible that
our measures were insensitive to detect different levels
of secret-related skills among adolescents. Future studies
should include measures that directly assess adolescents’
secret-related feelings and thoughts for a more compre-
hensive understanding of how younger and older adoles-
cents experience secrecy from their parents.

Vicissitudes of Research on Secrecy in Adolescence

The link between secrecy from parents and the hy-
pothesized disadvantages and advantages is vulnerable to
the influence of a variety of confounding factors. First,
secrecy may be the opposite of disclosure, that is, adoles-
cents who keep secrets from their parents may disclose
less to them. If secrecy from parents were the reverse side
of adolescents’ disclosure to them, research on secrecy in
adolescence would not warrant research in its own right.
Our findings, however, provide compelling evidence for
the suggestion that secrecy and disclosure are, although re-
lated, independent constructs (Larson and Chastain, 1990).
Secrecy from parents contributed to physical complaints,
depressive mood, and emotional autonomy, above and be-
yond disclosure to parents. Also, the effects of secrecy
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on all of these variables were much more powerful than
those of disclosure, suggesting that it is what adolescents
intentionally keep secret from their parents that determines
their well-being and psychosocial development rather than
what they disclose to them.

Second, secrecy may be the result of adolescents’ bad
relationship with their parents. If this assumption were
to hold, the relation between secrecy and physical com-
plaints, depressive mood, and emotional autonomy would
actually reflect the quality of the adolescent–parent rela-
tionship rather than effects of secrecy. Again, our findings
showed that the observed links between secrecy and the as-
sessed variables held, even when controlling for the quality
of adolescents’ relationship with parents. Secrecy is thus
more than a mere byproduct of the quality of adolescents’
relationships with parents. It independently contributes to
adolescents’ psychosocial well-being and appears to be a
central factor in adolescents’ feelings of autonomy.

Third, one could argue that secrecy is a secondary
effect of adolescents’ restricted social contact with peo-
ple outside the family. Adolescents may have to keep se-
crets from their parents because they do not have trusted
confidants among their peers (cf. Kelly and McKillop,
1996). Our results do not support this suggestion. Secrecy
from parents was unrelated to the time adolescents re-
ported spending with their best friend or with friends in
general. Also, secrecy from parents showed no relation
with the time adolescents reported spending alone. These
findings fit with the suggestion that secrecy is the result
of an active and conscious decision of the secret-keeper
rather than her/his passive reaction to social circumstances
(e.g., Brown-Smith, 1998; Finkenauer, 1998).

Taken together, our findings converge to suggest that
secrecy is a powerful mechanism in adolescent well-being
and psychosocial development. Moreover, they suggest
that secrecy is a complex but unique concept that war-
rants research in its own right, especially in the period of
adolescence.

Limitations of the Study

Because we were interested in investigating secrecy
in adolescence, we opted for assessing secrecy from par-
ents. Other types of secrets in adolescence exist, such as
secrets that adolescents share with their best friends or
families (Vangelisti, 1994). It is possible that secrets’
impact on adolescents’ well-being and development varies
across the type of person from whom the secret is kept
and/or with whom it is shared. For example, secrets that
adolescents keep from their parents but share with their
best friend may be more advantageous to their develop-
ment than those that adolescents keep from everybody. In

the first case, adolescents may kill 2 birds with 1 stone in
that they mark independence from their parents and, at the
same time, develop their own social network (Buhrmeister,
1990; Hartup, 1996). In the second case, however, they
mark independence from parents but fail to build their
own social network in that that may not possess a confi-
dant to share their secret with. In this case, secrecy could
be particularly painful and costly for the adolescent (cf.
Kelly and McKillop, 1996). More research is needed to
investigate these suggestions.

Second, our measure of secrecy from parents did not
allow to distinguish between different secret contents. The
existing empirical evidence suggests that it is less the con-
tent of the secret than the very fact that a secret is kept
that negatively affects the secret-keeper (e.g., Lane and
Wegner, 1995). However, one could argue that there are
certain secret contents that are more likely to be associ-
ated with emotional autonomy than others. To illustrate,
secrecy concerning adolescents’ whereabouts may more
strongly be associated with emotional autonomy than that
concerning the use of illegal drugs. Future studies need
to conceptualize secrecy in adolescence more specifically
to pinpoint the mechanism underlying the process of se-
crecy that is most relevant to the development of emotional
autonomy. Additionally, these studies need to distinguish
between features that characterize all secrets (e.g., sep-
aration, self-determination) and different secret contents
to determine which aspect of secrecy contributes most
to emotional autonomy and psychosocial well-being in
adolescence.

Finally, our measurement of secrecy in adolescent–
parent relationships does not allow to draw any conclu-
sions as to how and why adolescents strategically use se-
crecy in everyday life. Also, the cross-sectional nature
of this study examined the plausibility of hypothesized
relations between secrecy and adolescent well-being and
development, but it did not test causality. Prospective, lon-
gitudinal studies need to examine the relations and inter-
relations between secrecy, psychosocial development, and
physical and psychological well-being in adolescence.

In light of these shortcomings, this study has to be
considered as a first step in the investigation of secrecy in
adolescence. Despite its shortcomings, it provides the first
evidence that secrecy represents a powerful factor in ado-
lescent well-being and emotional autonomy. Therefore, it
is high time for researchers to make a place for secrecy in
research on adolescence.
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