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Keeping secrets from parents: on galloping horses, prancing

ponies and pink unicorns

Tom Frijns’, Loes Keijsers® and Catrin Finkenauer'

We identify the need for a new wave of research on adolescent
secrecy in their relationship with parents that relinquishes the
focus on the nomothetic objective of finding general principles.
This third wave builds on novel insights on three fallacies
committed in previous waves of research: (1) between-person
effects do not necessarily provide insights into within-family
processes (the ecological fallacy), (2) within-family processes
are not necessarily homogeneous across adolescents and
families (the one size fits all fallacy), and (3) longer-term effects
are not necessarily identical to short-term processes (the
galloping horse fallacy). This approach promises to provide us
with a more person-specific understanding of adolescent
secrecy from parents, which enables more tailored insights as
to when and for whom secrecy is bad versus good.
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Adolescents’ secret-keeping in their relationships with
parents has been the subject of a steadily expanding body
of research in the new millennium. Kerr and Stattin’s
seminal reinterpretation of monitoring [1°,2], hitherto con-
strued as the essential parenting skill of tracking and
surveillance of children’s behaviour that yields well-
adjusted adolescents, ignited a firsz wave of research into
adolescents’ active role in parent-child communication.
Their research showed that adolescent voluntary disclo-
sure, rather than parental monitoring attempts such as
asking about or demanding to know a child’s whereabouts
and activities, was both the main source of parental knowl-
edge and the single most powerful predictor of adolescent
adjustment. The resulting line of research consolidated
their initial findings [3-6], linking disclosure with a wide

variety of indicators of adjustment, such as norm-breaking,
(minor) delinquency, school problems, adolescent-parent
relational quality, loneliness, depressed mood and self-
esteem. It intersected with research on adolescent secrecy
from parents when secrecy researchers noted that the
prevalent measure of adolescent disclosure confounded
it with secrecy [7°,8]. Although disclosure and secrecy
are related, they are distinct information management
strategies [7°,8-10]. Crucially, secrecy is a stronger predic-
tor of (mal)adjustment than disclosure, and is consistently
associated with poor psychosocial adjustment, including
depressive symptoms and loneliness [11,12].

A second wave of research on adolescent information
management, defined as adolescents’ strategic regulation
of parental access to information [13,14], has refined our
knowledge by delving into the (bi)directionality of the
web of longitudinal interrelations among secrecy, disclo-
sure, privacy and autonomy concerns [15,16,17°°], paren-
tal monitoring practices [18-20], adolescent-parent
relationship quality [19,21,22] and adolescent adjustment
[23-26], as well as the reasons and motivations underlying
secrecy and other information management strategies
[27-29]. These efforts have yielded a complex picture
of increasing levels of secrecy over the course of adoles-
cence that are associated with decreases in disclosure and
predictive of adolescent maladjustment. Adolescent
secrecy is closely tied to the relationship with parents
and parental monitoring behaviour, especially with the
perception of parental privacy invasion, and seems to be
an attempt at gaining or restoring autonomy. As much as
we know about the general long-term linear associations
of secrecy with markers of adjustment and indicators of
relationship quality, the open question remains to what
extent such findings are also informative regarding the
real-time processes of secret keeping within unique fam-
ilies that ultimately explain why some youths thrive and
others don’t. In other words, we know a lot about the
overall relational processes (macro-processes), but we
know little about how secrecy unfolds within families
in everyday interactions between parents and children
(micro-processes).

In this paper, we identify a promising development in the
recent literature on parent-child communication that we
believe will greatly advance our understanding of the
development, workings and consequences of secrecy
from parents in adolescence. In a nutshell, this develop-
ment, which we will follow others in calling a third wave
of research on parent-child communication [30°],
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relinquishes the focus on homogeneity inherent in the
nomothetic ideal of identifying general principles of
development to give way to heterogeneity and unique-
ness [31]. We will explain and illustrate the potential of
this more person-specific or family-specific approach for
the study of secrecy from parents — and in the process
clarify the metaphorical subtitle of this paper — by
applying it to a straightforward question: Is keeping
secrets from parents bad while disclosure is good?

Keeping secrets from parents: good or bad?
Folk wisdom and empirical evidence alike suggest that
keeping secrets is bad while sharing is good, and adolescent
secrecy from parents is no exception. It has been linked
both concurrently and longitudinally with poor adolescent
psychosocial and behavioural adjustment, lower adoles-
cent-parent relationship quality, more negative parenting
practices and parental invasion of adolescent privacy
[11,12,16,32]. Although it has been suggested that secrecy
from parents may serve importantdevelopmental functions
in adolescence such as facilitating the attainment of auton-
omy and independence from parents [8,11,28], researchers
have been hard-pressed to find evidence of these advan-
tages of secret-keeping [24]. Although findings on the
reasons and motivations underlying decisions to conceal
or reveal information to parents suggest quite complex
processes, the overall picture that emerges from the first
two waves of cross-sectional and longitudinal research
seems quite straightforward: With few exceptions, secrecy
is bad while disclosure is good. But is that really the
complete picture?

The third wave: a threefold approach

The third wave of research on parent-child communica-
tion, as we see it, is inspired by a strong trend in psychol-
ogy that highlights that each person (and each family) is a
unique dynamic system that goes through person-specific
underlying micro-mechanisms of development [33], and
that complementary methods are therefore needed to
understand such uniqueness [34-36]. With regard to
information management, this means that each adoles-
cent responds in a unique manner to his or her parents.
Such within-family dynamic processes, operationalized as
the real time exchange of information and interaction
patterns of members of a family, differ between families.
Ultimately, this diversity of dynamic family processes can
crystalize and unfold into longer-term developmental
outcomes for the individual adolescent and the parent-
child relationship [18].

As much as we know about general principles of longer-
term linear effects from comparing children or families to
each other (e.g. with correlation coefficients or with regres-
sion-based structural equation models), only under the very
strict conditions of both homogeneity (i.e. all children and
families are identical) and stationarity (i.e. children or
family processes are stable and do not develop over time)

cansuch estimates be translated one-on-one to the dynamic
processes within an individual or family [34]. Specifically,
how families differ from each other at the between-family
level (e.g. in families with more secrets children are more
often depressed compared to other families), does not
imply that, within the same family, children are more likely
to be depressed during periods, in which they keep more
secrets from parents. How families differ is not how they
function. Yet because alternatives were lacking, a nomo-
thetic paradigm, in which families are compared to each
other has been frequently used for the study of within-
family processes [31]. With the appearance of alternative
multilevel approaches evidence is accumulating that the
translation of nomothetic findings to assess processes
within-families is indeed plagued with the interpretation
fallacies of (1) assuming that between-family effects pro-
vide insights into within-family processes (the ecological
fallacy), (2) assuming homogeneity (the one size fits all-
fallacy), and (3) assuming that longer-term effects are
identical to short-term processes (the galloping horse fallacy)
[37°°].

Within-family versus between-family

Although families may differ from each in the amount of
secrecy, the dynamic processes of secrecy occur within
the individual and their family, not between families.
One of the powerful approaches to assess dynamic pro-
cesses that emerged in the second wave, for instance, is
the cross-lagged panel model for longitudinal data. This
method is designed to and therefore powerful in disen-
tangling the direction of effects. Nevertheless, it has
recently been criticized for not differentiating
between-family from within-family effects [38,39],
potentially leading to false positive or false negative
claims regarding within-family transactional processes
(i.e. ecological fallacy). Dietvorst e al. [17°°] wonderfully
illustrated the importance of distinguishing the between-
family from within-family level by showing a Simpson’s
paradox [40] in the links between parental privacy inva-
sion and adolescent secrecy in a three-wave longitudinal
study: While privacy invasion and secrecy were positively
linked at the between-person level (thus, adolescents
who experienced more privacy invasion also kept more
secrets; see Figure 1a), they were unidirectionally and
negatively linked at the within-family level (thus, within a
family higher levels of secrecy predicted lower levels of
privacy invasion (as illustrated in Figure 1b). Thus, when
looking at how families differ at the between-person
level, adolescents who experience more parental privacy
invasion also keep more secrets. Within-families, how-
ever, when adolescents do keep secrets in their interac-
tions with parents, they successfully avoid privacy inva-
sion. Several recent studies at the forefront of the
third wave have taken this within-family approach
[17°°,19,30°,41°,42,43]. Although these studies underline
the fallaciousness of translating between-families compar-
isons to within-person processes, and the complementary
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Figure 1
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The links between adolescent information management and parenting.

Four illustrative depictions of the association between adolescents’ (secrecy or disclosure) and parents’ (privacy invasion or solicitation) roles in
parent-child communication as (a) a single estimate at the between-person level as in a correlation, (b) a single estimate at the within-person level
as in a multilevel model, (c) between-person heterogeneity in within-person estimates as in a multilevel model with random slopes, and (d)

heterogeneity across different time-scales as in a continuous time model.

value of assessing both between-family effects and within-
family processes, most within-family approaches still yield
a single estimate of how dynamic within-family processes
operate per (sub)sample (as in Figure 1a and b). Which
brings us to our next fallacy.

One size fits all?

While adolescents often experience a heightened sense of
personal uniqueness, researchers seem to more often fall
prey to the one size fits all-fallacy [37°°]. By obtaining one
estimate per (sub)sample, they implicitly assume that
adolescents are basically all alike and that family pro-
cesses are homogeneous, without actually testing whether
the mechanisms that link secret-keeping to outcomes
within-family differ from family to family. Studies that
do test for such differences find quite some heterogeneity
[41°,44]. In one such study, for instance, the strong

positive link between adolescent disclosure and parental
knowledge at the between-family level, was replicated in
only 3% of individual families [41°]. The within-family
effect was smaller in 96% of the families and ranged
between —0.22 and .91. Thus, only estimating one effect
per sample (or subsample, as is often the case when
moderation is assessed) is in fact something of a Trojan
horse, as it may hide the heterogeneity inside. With novel
approaches that use multiple assessments of one family,
for instance by employing multilevel models to intensive
longitudinal data (e.g. daily diaries or experience sam-
pling), the uniqueness of each family can be studied. This
is illustrated in Figure 1c, which shows variation across
families in within-family process. Thus, unless we actu-
ally test for the full range of heterogeneity and estimate
the random slopes of associations, it is hard to detect how
differently every family functions.
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Real-time versus longer-term development

Another source of heterogeneity besides differences
between adolescents and between-families is the non-
linearity of dynamic processes, or differences across
time-scales. Very few developmental phenomena, by
default, are stable over time or stationary [34], even
when observing a single individual or family. In analogy,
the slow movement of a trotting horse is qualitatively
different from the fast movement of a galloping horse:
Speeding up a video recording of a trotting horse will not
yield a galloping horse, nor vice versa [37°°]. One can
thus only understand a process by assessing it at the right
time scale. In longitudinal research, however, often the
slower processes are observed by assessing families years
apart, but conclusions are interpreted and generalized as
if they also capture much faster real-time interactions.

This has been dubbed the galloping horse fallacy [37°°].

Likewise, the processes of secrecy on the micro levels of
daily and day-to-day interactions, where secrecy involves
keeping specific pieces of information secret from one’s
parents through tactics such as avoiding the topic in
conversation and lying [29], may not be the same as those
on the macro level of development over the adolescent
years. In the short run, parental monitoring may put
adolescents under pressure and get them to disclose
information on their whereabouts and activities, because
it is solicited and they may feel obliged to disclose or wish
to avoid disappointing their parents [8,29,45,46]. Para-
doxically, it may at the same time also entice them to
keep more secrets and evoke negative reactions [19,47]
that may accumulate in the long run into information
management strategies with lower levels of disclosure and
higher levels of secrecy [18,21,48] that would then under-
mine the very things parents hope to achieve through
monitoring their children [47]. In line with this reasoning,
the finding from a longer-term study that solicitation was
linked to less secrecy [20] was contrasted by a short-term
diary study’s [19] finding that mothers’ solicitation of
information was linked to both more adolescent disclo-
sure and more secrecy. At the same time, secrecy was
negatively linked to relational quality, a result that lines
up with other findings showing the relational detriments
of secrecy [21,49] and another study showing strong links
between parental perceptions of adolescent concealment
and poorer parenting behaviours (even when controlling
for parents’ perception of disclosure from their child)
[32,50]. Akin to the diverging links between privacy
invasion and secrecy at the between person and within
person level, the links between monitoring and informa-
tion management may thus also vary with time-scale.
"This is illustrated as an example in Figure 1d.

Looking ahead: new waves of bottom-up
research

In the preceding, we have sketched what we view as the
beginnings of a third wave of research on adolescent

secret keeping from parents that should greatly advance
our understanding of these processes by tapping into and
comparing different levels of inference, testing for het-
erogeneity across families, and considering non-linearity
of effects over time. This threefold approach may be
useful more broadly, not just for those who study adoles-
cent-parent communication but also for those in other
research traditions that study disclosure and secrecy from
many different angles across multiple disciplines, as
illustrated in the diverse set of papers in this special
issue. We hope that our discussion provides food for
thought and encourage all to take these considerations
into account.

Ultimately, each and every individual, and each and every
adolescent and their family are unique and as such should
be assessed, at different time scales, with idiographic
methods [51°°,52]. New methods such as Experience
Sampling, and person-specific times series models that
allow to detect causal mechanisms for a single family, are
already proving their usefulness in person-specific
advices in clinical practice for depression and chronic
fatigue [35,53,54°°]. For among horses there are the
occasional unicorns, individuals that do not follow the
general principles that we researchers have so carefully
captured in nomothetic theories. If we are to truly trans-
late science to practice, we need to take the insights from
the third wave one step further and take a bottom-up
approach by first understanding each person, before sum-
marizing them into groups or more general principles (the
nomothetic objective of finding what is common to all).
The theoretical aim of this fourth wave would be to obtain
a more complete picture of the extent to which adoles-
cents do function according to (sets of) general principles
versus idiosyncratic ones. Its real test would be to not only
substantiate our theoretical ideas with more fitting meth-
ods, but to also improve the relevance and applicability of
our scientific efforts for parents and clinicians alike.

Conclusion

Letting go of the nomothetic ideal of identifying general
principles of development and embracing novel, more
person-specific possibilities may open paths towards
insights into adolescent uniqueness, into how a wide
diversity of daily life mechanisms of keeping secrets from
parents ultimately feed into divergent developmental
paths over the course of adolescence in both secrecy
and related outcomes. This could, in turn, open up
possibilities to provide more tailored advice in clinical
practice as to when and for whom secrecy is bad and when
and for whom it is good.

In the metaphorical terms of the subtitle of this paper
then, we should not view adolescence as traversed by a

uniform herd of horses” trotting along. There are ponies

3 0Or sheep, for that matter.
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among the herd and the occasional pink unicorn (i.e. there
is heterogeneity), besides trotting there is prancing and
galloping (i.e. there are different time scales), and, as with
their Trojan counterparts, what goes on within cannot
simply be inferred from observing the herd (i.e. it is
important to distinguish within versus between person
or family levels). We firmly believe that taking these
considerations into account will provide us with a much
richer view of secrecy from parents in adolescence.
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