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Abstract 

 

The Role of Imagined Interaction in Individuals’ Secret Revelations:  

A Focus on Targets’ Anticipated Reactions 

 

Zhengyu Zhang, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2019 

 

Supervisor: Anita L. Vangelisti 

 

Imagined interactions involve internal dialogues and cognitive processes that may 

help individuals envision contingency plans for managing secret information (Honeycutt, 

1999; Richards & Sillars, 2014). As the word “interaction” indicates, perceived reactions 

can play a substantial role in secret information management (e.g., Caughlin, Afifi, 

Carpenter-Theune, & Miller, 2005; Kelly, 2002). Indeed, research by Cole, Kemeny, and 

Taylor (1997) strongly suggests that decisions to reveal private information (e.g., sexual 

orientation) often depend on individuals’ perceptions of others’ social reactions. The 

literature on imagined interaction has been advanced in various contexts (e.g., conflict 

management, aggressive teasing, and listening competence). However, scant attention to 

date has been directed toward the role of the context of secret revelations and the role of 

interactants’ reactions. Based on the research on imagined interactions (Honeycutt, 1999, 

2003, 2010), this project sought to understand the mechanism of imagined secret 

revelations with a focus on targets’ reactions. Guided by the theoretical framework of 

imagined interaction, this project was conducted in two phases. In the first phase of 

investigation, a total of 618 participants were included, and a list of targets’ anticipated 
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reactions was generated. In the second phase (N = 496), the list of reactions was refined, 

and links between the imagined disclosure and individuals’ perceptions of secrets, 

likelihood of revelation, as well as relational concerns were confirmed. Collectively, the 

results provided a general support for the proposed models. In particular, the findings 

highlighted that the positive and frequent rehearsal of imagined disclosure increased the 

likelihood of actual revelation in the near future. Further, the results of the study yielded 

nine factors characterizing the reactions people anticipated from their target. These factors 

were, in theoretically interesting ways, associated with individuals’ perceptions of the 

secret, their likelihood of revelation, and relationship satisfaction with the target. Findings 

from the study lend credibility to enveloping the construct of imagined disclosure as a 

constructive and mindful process of secret information management.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

Secrecy is defined as the intentional concealing of information from one or more 

individuals, and secrets often are difficult and distressing to keep (Slepian, Chun, & Mason, 

2017). Evidence has shown that secret-keeping can have negative effects on people’s health 

and well-being (Pennebaker, 1997). However, research also indicates that revealing a 

secret to a target might lead to negative personal and relational consequences, especially 

when the secret is “dark” (or negative) and serious (Vangelisti, Caughlin, & Timmerman, 

2001). Sometimes making decisions about whether to reveal a secret is difficult, because 

people commonly struggle with weighing the potential utility of speaking up against the 

risk of disclosure (e.g., T. Afifi & Steuber, 2009). Based on the notion that an imagined 

interaction can occur in the anticipation of future encounters (Honeycutt, 1999, 2003), 

people’s ability to imagine an interaction may influence their assessments of risks and 

decisions to reveal secrets to target individuals (Cunningham, 1992). Although extant 

research on secret revelation provides insights into how decisions are made, limited data 

exist on the role imagined disclosure might play in such decision- making processes.  

As the term “interaction” suggests, individuals’ anticipation of recipients’ reactions 

likely plays a substantial role in secret information management (Caughlin, Afifi, 

Carpenter-Theune, & Miller, 2005; Kelly, 2002). More specifically, people can engage in 

a mental dialogue of secret revelations with a target to appraise outcomes and make 

decisions about divulging secrets. Such patterns of social cognition are referred to as 

imagined secret revelation (or imagined disclosure), and the person who imagines 

revealing the secret in mind is called the imagined secret revealer (e.g., Honeycutt, 2003, 

2010; Richards & Sillars, 2014). 
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A close examination of the current research on self-disclosure and imagined 

interactions indicates at least two limitations. The first is that most studies examine secret 

revelations on an interpersonal level. For instance, Caughlin et al. (2005) examine the 

relational maintenance implications of revealing secrets. Given the relational nature of 

personal secrets, research that focuses on secret revelation at the interpersonal level is well-

founded, especially when the secret information involves an interactant with whom people 

have a close relationship (e.g., a family member, romantic partner, or intimate friend). Yet 

the way people manage their secret information intrapersonally cannot be overlooked, 

because “intrapersonal communication is the basis and foundation of all other forms of 

communication” (Cunningham, 1992, p. 3), and managing secret information is 

particularly germane to individuals’ intrapersonal processing of the information (Richards 

& Sillars, 2014). Prior research suggests that the benefits individuals derive from an 

intrapersonal disclosure of their secrets include emotional catharsis, relationship 

maintenance, and conflict management (e.g., Honeycutt, 2003, 2010). Based on these 

considerations, it is important to trace secrecy and self-disclosure back to an intrapersonal 

level of communication in order to gain a holistic view of the entire process of disclosure. 

As such, the first goal of this study is to understand the role of imagined interactions in 

secret revelations. 

Another limitation of prior studies is that the anticipated reactions of the interactant 

are not addressed, thus limiting a full understanding of imagined disclosure. Although the 

literature on imagined interactions has been advanced in various contexts, for example, in 

conflict management (Wallenfelsz & Hample, 2010), communication apprehension 

(Honeycutt, Choi, & DeBerry, 2009), aggressive teasing (Honeycutt & Wright, 2017), 

marital happiness (Honeycutt, 1999), and listening competence (Vickery, Keaton, & 

Bodie, 2015), researchers have not systematically investigated the anticipated reactions of 
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targets when secrets are revealed. In the case of imagined secret revelations, it is possible 

that individuals may not reveal secrets because they worry about the targets’ reactions. 

Cole, Kemeny, and Taylor’s (1997) study supported this speculation and found that the 

decisions of gay people to reveal their sexual orientation to friends or parents depend on 

how their friends or parents will likely react. Another insightful study suggested that the 

interactive effects of intrapersonal processes should depend on the reactions of two people 

rather than perceptions of solitary individuals (Reis & Collins, 2000). Applied to the 

current context, people’s forecasting of secret revelation and its effects are likely tied to 

their anticipation of recipients’ reactions. Given the lack of systematic research on this 

topic, the second goal of the current study is to examine how targets’ anticipated reactions 

function in individuals’ imagined secret revelations.  

Although research on secrecy and self-disclosure in interpersonal communication 

is well established, not much is known about imagined disclosure. This study contributes 

to the scholarship on secret information management by exploring secret revelations from 

an intrapersonal perspective and by taking targets’ anticipated reactions into consideration. 

More specifically, this study explores the predictors (i.e., characteristics of secrets) as well 

as the effects of imagined secret revelations (i.e., likelihood of actual revelation and 

relationship satisfaction with the target). In order to understand targets’ anticipated 

reactions in imagined disclosure, this study includes two phases of investigation. In phase 

one, a list of targets’ anticipated reactions is generated. Phase two focuses on refining the 

generated list and exploring the underlying dimensions of those reactions. 

 

 

 



 4 

Chapter 2: Literature Review and Rationale 

The literature review and rationale for the current study consist of five sections. 

Section one discusses the link between secret revelations and imagined interactions and 

specifies the construct of imagined secret revelations (i.e., attributes, functions, and targets’ 

anticipated reactions). Section two examines secret characteristics (i.e., valence, 

seriousness, and identity relevance) as predictors of imagined disclosure. The third section 

explores how certain attributes and functions of imagined secret revelations are associated 

with the likelihood that individuals will reveal a secret. In the fourth section, how imagined 

secret revelations are related to individuals’ relationships satisfaction are covered, and the 

final section further explores the role of targets’ anticipated reactions in imagined secret 

revelations.  

IMAGINED SECRET REVELATION 

Self-disclosure has been conceptualized as “the act of communicating one’s 

experience to others through words and actions” (Jourard, 1974, p.163). Self-disclosure 

also serves important functions in interpersonal communication, such as personal boundary 

management and relational maintenance (Petronio, 2002; Richards & Sillars, 2014). 

Indeed, most theories and research on self-disclosure examine situations in which people 

choose to reveal or conceal secrets as well as the consequences of information management 

for personal well-being and relational health (e.g., Caughlin et al., 2005; Lane & Wegner, 

1995; Pennebaker, 1990; Petronio, 2002). However, scant attention has been directed 

toward the role of intrapersonal communication in individuals’ secret revelations. An 

insightful study conducted by Richards and Sillars (2014) examined how these dialogues 

function when individuals imagine themselves revealing a secret. The authors identified 

the patterns of social cognition that predict how people make decisions about a secret 
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disclosure. For instance, individuals report that secret revelations occur more frequently as 

a result of specific imagined interactions. Based on individuals’ reports of attributes of 

imagined interactions, Richards and Sillars further identified clusters of secret keepers who 

are likely to experience imagined disclosure. Their research supports the argument that 

different people process the act of secret revelation in distinct ways. Although Richards 

and Sillars’ study addresses a number of points about the decision-making process that 

precedes secret revelation and imagined interactions, more empirical studies are needed. 

Thus, to enrich the existing literature on imagined secret revelation, the current study 

further investigates this topic. 

Imagined interactions can occur in the anticipation of future encounters and have 

been shown to be effective in planning (Honeycutt & Ford, 2001) and rehearsing expected 

conversations (Honeycutt & Brown, 1998). Imagined interactions, therefore, can be 

important to the cognitive forecasting process, that in turn, can influence the 

communication of secrets. Some scholars have posited that rehearsed conversations may 

have a direct effect on the decision to reveal secrets (e.g., Afifi, Olson, & Armstrong, 2005). 

Additionally, according to Honeycutt (2008), imagined interaction theory proposes that 

people use internal dialogues to test a variety of possible and expected scenarios involving 

an event in advance of an act. When applied to the context of imagined secret revelations, 

individuals can imagine responses to secret information from recipients and test in their 

minds different forms of revelation (Barsalou, 2008, 2009). Furthermore, as self-disclosure 

is an important marker of intimate relationships, self-disclosure is expected to have 

relational implications in imagined disclosures similar to those associated with secret 

revelation (e.g., Park, 1982; Richards & Sillars, 2014). Further, it is worth noting that 

imagined interactions are commonly experienced in all types of relationships, therefore, 

the investigation of such common cognitive processes in secret revelations may have 
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broader meanings, as compared to actual secret disclosures (Richards, 2009; Richards & 

Sillars, 2014). As such, it is crucial to explore imagined secret revelations through the lens 

of imagined interactions. In the following sections, the related literature on attributes and 

functions of imagined interactions, and targets’ anticipated reactions are reviewed 

(Honeycutt, Vickery, & Hatcher, 2015). 

Attributes of Imagined Secret Revelation  

The study of imagined interactions provides a basis for an understanding of how 

individuals conceptualize and forecast the outcomes of revealing a secret (Honeycutt, 

2003; 2010; Richards & Sillars, 2014). According to imagined interaction theory, eight 

attributes of imagined interactions proposed by Honeycutt (2003, 2010) and Vickery et al. 

(2015) include: frequency (i.e., how often people experience imagined interactions), 

proactivity (i.e., whether the imagined interaction occurs before a conversation encounter), 

retroactivity (i.e., whether the imagined interaction occurs after a conversation encounter), 

discrepancy (i.e., the degree to which imagined interactions differ from actual encounters), 

variety (i.e., the number of different topics that are imagined and who individuals are with), 

positivity (i.e., the degree to which the imagined interaction encounters are enjoyable), 

specificity (i.e., the amount of detail in the imagined interactions), and self-dominance (i.e., 

whether actors do the majority of speaking in the imagined conversation). Among these 

attributes, Richards and Sillars further (2014) note several dimensions of imagined 

interactions that are particularly relevant to secret revelations, including frequency, 

valence, specificity, and self-dominance. As certain types of imagined interactions suggest 

a different type of cognitive response (Honeycutt, 2003; Zagacki, Edwards, & Honeycutt, 

1992), it makes sense that certain types of imagined interactions are more likely to indicate 

the way people are thinking through and managing their secret information. For instance, 
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individuals are more inclined to reveal a secret when they think through the disclosure 

dialogues quite often, as compared to rarely thinking of them (e.g., frequency; Richards & 

Sillars, 2014). Additionally, because imagined interactions can function as a means of 

script building, individuals might imagine the exact words they will use to disclose the 

secret and predict the responses of the interactant to such imagined conversations 

(Rosenblatt & Meyer, 1986). In this way, more detailed imagined secret revelations are 

more likely to bring about actual revelations (e.g., specificity) compared to uncertain and 

ambiguous ones (Richards & Sillars, 2014). 

Functions of Imagined Secret Revelation 

Ongoing research about imagined interactions yields a host of ways to utilize 

imagined interactions in constructive ways (Honeycutt, 2010). More specifically, imagined 

interactions can be used for catharsis (i.e., providing emotional catharsis by relieving 

tension), rehearsal (i.e., rehearsing messages for future interaction), self-understanding 

(i.e., understanding self through clarifying thoughts and feelings), relational maintenance 

(i.e., keeping a relationship alive), conflict linkage (i.e., maintaining conflict as well as 

resolving it), and compensation (i.e., compensating for the lack of real interaction), as noted 

in the studies by Honeycutt (2003, 2010) and Vickery et al. (2015). 

Individuals may use imagined dialogues as rehearsal for anticipated actual 

conversations, especially when the conversation is important. Likewise, as certain types of 

secrets are far more important than others (e.g., a trivial white lie vs. drug abuse history), 

individuals are likely to rehearse disclosing certain message before the actual revelation. 

Richards and Sillars (2014) focus only on the function of rehearsal as related to imagined 

disclosure. However, the current study will explore all six functions because of the 

relational (e.g., Caughlin et al., 2005) and cathartic (e.g., Lane & Wegner, 1995) 
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implications of secret revelations. According to Honeycutt and Gotcher (1991), imagined 

dialogues allow a person to rehearse different actions and imagine the target’s supposed 

responses before an actual interaction. As suggested by Honeycutt et al. (2015), imagined 

interactions make it possible for individuals to have emotional catharsis after thinking 

through the imagined conversation. It is possible that people are less inclined to reveal the 

secret after experiencing such catharsis by imagined disclosure. Honeycutt and Wiemann 

(1999) further note that just thinking about talk influences language and message 

production. For example, individuals may rehearse things they would say to their partner. 

In this way, they might be able to screen their language and the content of their messages 

before the actual conversation to protect their partner or the relationship (Honeycutt, 1995; 

Honeycutt & Wiemann, 1999). This might also be the case for individuals imagining and 

checking their secret revelation scripts before actually disclosing to the target. In all, these 

studies suggest a potential connection between the functions of imagined interactions and 

secret disclosure. Given the importance of imagined secret revelations, this is a research 

area that deserves further investigation.  

Although the internal structure of imagined interaction theory has been described 

using two categories, attributes and functions, Bodie and his colleagues demonstrate that 

these two categories are closely related (Bodie, Honeycutt, & Vickery, 2013). In addition, 

when they operationalize these two categories in the context of secret revelation, rather 

than separate them, Richards and Sillars (2014) combine the items associated with each 

category and further test the links to disclosure over time. Therefore, the current study 

operationalizes the attributes and functions of imagined disclosure together. 
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Targets’ Anticipated Reactions 

To extend understanding about imagined secret revelations, it is imperative to 

examine the role of targets’ anticipated reactions because a number of studies have strongly 

suggested that decisions to reveal private information can depend on individuals’ 

perceptions of their partner’s social reactions (e.g., Caughlin et al., 2005; Cole, Kemeny, 

& Taylor, 1997; Kelly, 1999, 2002). As Honeycutt (2003) noted, imagined interactions are 

a form of social cognition in which actors imagine conversations with others using visual 

and verbal imagery. This definition indicates that imagined interactions must involve two 

parties, one being the actor who initiates the imagined interaction and the other being the 

partner who interacts with the actor. For instance, when people imagine speaking to a 

family member or to someone else, they may be rehearsing an actual interaction they intend 

to have, would like to have, or are anxious about having (Rosenblatt & Meyer, 1986). Like 

imagined interactions that involve two parties, secrets require more than one individual. 

Secrets are identified as involving information that is purposely concealed from another 

(Bok, 1983), which indicates there must be someone else other than the keeper for a secret 

to exist. The person from whom the secret is being kept is termed as the secret target (Vrij, 

Paterson, Nunkoosing, Soukaraa, & Oosterwegel, 2003). For example, when individuals 

imagine disclosing to a family member about their drug abuse history, they may be 

rehearsing an interaction by anticipating how s/he would react to that piece of information. 

Further, individuals’ anticipations about the target’s responses may predict their decisions 

to disclose (e.g., W. Afifi & Caughlin, 2006; Caughlin et al., 2005). Despite the importance 

of targets in imagined interactions and secret disclosure, it remains unclear what role the 

target’s anticipated reactions play in imagined secret revelations. Given that there is a lack 

of systematic research on the target’s anticipated reaction in imagined disclosures, the 
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existing literature on the target’s role of actual revelations is reviewed to shed light on 

current knowledge about imagined secret disclosures. 

Because revealing a secret to targets may involve risks, people tend to be cautious 

about their secret revelations (Petronio, 2000; Tardy, Hosman, & Bradac, 1981; Vangelitsi 

et al., 2001). Some empirical evidence suggests that individuals may create either a detailed 

or vague mental revelation script to rehearse disclosures before the actual revelation even 

without conscious awareness (e.g., Honeycutt et al., 2015; Richards & Sillars, 2014). 

Indeed, a number of scholars contend that when people consider whether to reveal a secret, 

they anticipate the responses they will likely receive from the target during their disclosure 

(e.g., W. Afifi & Caughlin, 2006; Kelly & McKillop, 1996; Vangelisti et al., 2001). 

Although there has been little or no empirical research exploring the target’s anticipated 

reactions in imagined secret revelations, Caughlin et al.’s (2005) study focusing on 

information recipients’ (or confidants) role in actual revelations may provide insights into 

the target’s anticipated reactions in imagined disclosures. Specifically, Caughlin et al.’s 

work categorizes six prominent themes in confidants’ reactions toward revealers’ secret 

divulging. First, when secret revealers report that the confidants’ responses meet their 

expectations, the theme is summarized as expected. Second, when secret revealers report 

the information recipients become upset or angry, the imagined disclosure is labeled as 

negative emotional reaction. The third category, labeled as calm response, is described as 

the confidant appearing composed when learning the secret. The fourth theme is termed 

understanding/agreement. In this category, information recipients are perceived as 

showing understanding or agreeing with the reasons that the secret was previously kept. 

The fifth most salient theme is labeled not surprised, which refers to confidants not being 

shocked or surprised by the revelation. Sixth, and finally, when recipients’ reactions change 
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after being told about the secret, such as a change from “angry” to “frustrated” to 

“confusion,” the category is called the time-influenced reaction. 

Because the current investigation also focuses on the target’s response to a secret 

disclosure, the categories of how confidants respond in actual revelation scenes may 

provide hints about the anticipation of the secret target’s reactions. Thus, most of the labels 

used by Caughlin et al. (2005) are relied upon or modified for the initial coding scheme 

describing target’s anticipated reactions. Caughlin and his colleagues focused on actual 

revelations and comparable results in assessing whether the perceptions of recipients’ 

reactions were as expected. However, because the current study concentrates on an 

examination of imagined disclosure and imagined responses of the target, there will be no 

comparable results in terms of probing whether the target’s reactions were as expected. As 

such, the first category, as expected, suggested by Caughlin et al. (2005) is not retained in 

the current study. 

Another modification of Caughlin et al.’s (2005) categories relates to instances of 

secret revelations. Caughlin et al.’s (2005) study examines confidants’ responses when 

acquiring the secret information, whereas the current study focuses on the secret target. 

Prior research on secrecy and self-disclosure has drawn a distinction between the 

information recipient (or confidant) and the secret target (Vrij et al., 2003). In particular, 

confidant refers to the person that is informed by the secret revealer, who may or may not 

be the important person from whom the secret is kept. Secret target usually refers to the 

person who is involved in the secret and from whom the secret is kept (Vrij et al., 2003). 

For example, a woman prepares for a surprise birthday party for her husband and tells his 

friends about the secret. In that situation, her husband is the secret target and her husband’s 

friends are the confidants. In another example, a man reveals his depression to his parents. 

In that case, his parents may be the secret targets as well as the confidants.  



 12 

As suggested by these definitions and examples, confidants involve a broader scope 

than secret targets. As such, in employing Caughlin et al.’s (2005) labels as the initial 

coding scheme, modifications of their categories are expected in order to better fit the 

coding scheme to the current investigation. Because secret targets may be closely involved 

with the secret information, they may have reactions that are more nuanced than those 

Caughlin et al. (2005) reported for the information recipients in their study. For example, 

targets may be more likely to feel shocked or surprised by the secret than individuals who 

are not involved with the information. Specifically, when a girl envisions revealing her 

alcohol abuse history to her mom, her mom may feel shocked and unable to believe that 

her lovely daughter is not innocent, as compared to the girl disclosing the secret to her 

friend who is not directly tied to the secret information. Imagined secret revelations that 

take the mom’s reactions into account are likely to affect the girl’s decisions about the 

actual revelation and the quality of the daughter’s relationship with her mom. However, a 

shocked/surprised category was not captured by the information recipients’ data in 

Caughlin et al.’s (2005) study. Therefore, it is critical to add this category into the coding 

scheme for the current investigation. In short, as secret targets are distinct from information 

recipients, it is important to separate the reactions of these two groups of people.  

Another possible modification to Caughlin et al.’s (2005) categories involves 

positive reactions to secret disclosures. Positive reactions were not included in their study, 

because there were too few of them. However, the current investigation of targets’ 

anticipated reactions may include positive responses because of the nature of imagined 

disclosures. For instance, people may not reveal a birthday party surprise or marriage 

proposal to the target before the event as disclosure would likely diminish the element of 

surprise and happiness for the target. Still, individuals may imagine and rehearse positive 

interactions with the target in mind. Following this logic, it may be possible to obtain 
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enough imagined positive reactions from targets to justify establishing a category of 

positive responses to the coding scheme. 

Since the main focus of this study is imagined secret revelation, it also is possible 

that individuals will report uncertainty about anticipated reactions. As Richards and 

Honeycutt (2014) suggest, people are likely to reveal secrets when they can imagine 

disclosure scenes with details. As a result, uncertainty or ambiguity is likely to negatively 

affect the likelihood that people will reveal a secret. Also, uncertainty about an intimate 

partner’s reactions may be associated with relational quality, such that uncertainty may be 

a factor when relationship quality is relatively low (Knobloch & Theiss, 2011). Therefore, 

a category for uncertainty may be added to the initial coding scheme.   

Based on the aforementioned background and in keeping with modifications to 

Caughlin et al.’s structured categories, this research question is posed:  

RQ1: What reactions do individuals anticipate from the target in their imagined  

 secret revelations?  

After identifying the three important components of imagined secret revelations 

(i.e., attributes, functions, and targets’ anticipated reactions), the following sections review 

the characteristics of secrets (i.e., valence, seriousness, and identity-relevance) as 

predictors of imagined secret revelations and then discuss possible effects that imagined 

secret revelations may have.  

PREDICTORS OF IMAGINED SECRET REVELATION – CHARACTERISTICS OF SECRETS 

A number of studies have highlighted the importance of people’s perceptions of a 

secret, including the secret’s intimacy, significance, identity-relevance (Caughlin, Scott, 

Miller, & Hefner, 2009; Vangelisti & Caughlin, 1997; Vangelisti et al., 2001). In particular, 

Vangelisti and Caughlin’s (1997) study about revealing family secrets found that family 
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members perceive the same secret in different ways, and these different perceptions of a 

secret can predict individuals’ tendency to reveal the secret. The literature includes a 

number of studies on people’s perceptions of secrets; however, there is scant research 

exploring how people’s perceptions of secrets affect their imagined disclosure. Of 

particular importance to the current investigation is the degree to which individuals’ 

imagined disclosures are influenced by their perceptions of the secret itself (e.g., Richards, 

2009; Richards & Sillars, 2014; Vangelisti & Caughlin, 1997; Vrij, Nunkoosing, Paterson, 

Oosterwegel, & Soukara, 2002). For example, people who are imagining a secret disclosure 

about a marriage proposal probably have more positivity than do those who are imagining 

a revelation about drug or alcohol abuse. Similarly, when people view a secret as “dark” 

or negative, their imagined dialogues about the secret revelation are likely to be more 

negative than when they see a secret as positive (Vrij et al., 2002). As a result, the perceived 

valence of the secret should be positively related to the valence of imagined disclosure. 

As the above examples suggest, the perceived valence of secret information may 

be tied to imagined disclosure. Likewise, other important aspects of a secret, such as 

seriousness and identification, are likely to influence individuals’ imagined secret 

revelations (e.g., Caughlin et al., 2009; Richards & Sillars, 2014). Research suggests that 

when people consider a secret as severe and identity-related, they are likely to think 

frequently about that information (W. Afifi & Caughlin, 2006; Richards, 2009). As Afifi 

and Caughlin (2006) and Richards (2009) further explain, important and highly self-

relevant information may produce an emotional investment and anxiety that, in turn, can 

increase the chances and specificity of mental revelation rehearsals. Through the use of 

imagined interactions, “one can test and imagine the consequences of alternative messages 

prior to actual communication” (Honeycutt & Ford, 2001, p. 317). As a result, imagined 

secret revealers may develop detailed mental scripts to test their disclosure dialogues, 
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especially when the information to be disclosed is considered as important and highly 

identity-related (e.g., W. Afifi & Caughlin, 2006; Honeycutt & Ford, 2001; Richards, 

2009). Given that imagined interactions serve the function of planning, individuals who 

anticipate revealing their important secrets to someone may have more detailed plans and 

specific mental scripts in mind (Honeycutt & Ford, 2001) compared to those who anticipate 

revealing secrets that are less important. 

As discussed earlier, the literature suggests that the attributes of frequency, 

specificity, and valence are particularly pertinent to imagined secret revelations, therefore, 

an examination of how characteristics of secrets are associated with imagined disclosures 

employs these attributes, leading to the following hypotheses:  

H1a: The perceived valence of a secret positively predicts the valence of imagined 

 secret revelations.  

H1b: The perceived seriousness of a secret positively predicts the frequency and 

 specificity of imagined secret revelations. 

H1c: The perceived identity relevance of a secret positively predicts the frequency 

 and specificity of imagined secret revelations. 

Besides the valence, frequency, and specificity of imagined secret revelations 

discussed above, self-dominance is another factor that is considered to be related to secret 

revelation (see Richards & Sillars, 2014). Given that there is no direct evidence 

demonstrating the link between characteristics of secrets and self-dominance in imagined 

secret revelations, the following open-ended research question is asked:  

RQ2: Do characteristics of secrets (i.e., valence, seriousness, and identity 

 relevance) predict the self-dominance of imagined secret revelations? 
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IMAGINED SECRET REVELATION AND LIKELIHOOD OF REVELATION 

When people have secrets, they inevitably face situations of deciding whether to 

disclose the secrets to others or to keep the secrets to themselves (e.g., Aldeis & T. Afifi, 

2015; T. Afifi & Steuber, 2009). Sometimes individuals have different goals for keeping 

secrets and different criteria for deciding to reveal secret information (Vangelisti et al., 

2001). As suggested by Barsalou (2008, 2009), these goals and criteria may highlight the 

social cognitive processes involved in managing secret information so that diverse forms 

of cognition are associated with specific actions and introspective states. In brief, 

Barsalou’s research on social cognition indicates that people’s mental processing of their 

secret information is tied to their tendency to reveal that information. In other words, 

individuals usually imagine various forms of mental dialogues as relevant for determining 

whether to reveal their secrets (e.g., Richards & Sillars, 2014). As imagined secret 

revelations are associated with the likelihood of revelation, questions about which 

attributes and functions are likely to link to the likelihood of actual revelations might be 

raised. 

Numerous studies have shown that imagined interactions are a type of social 

cognition that allows individuals to plan upcoming conversations (Bodie et al., 2013; 

Honeycutt, 2003; 2008; 2010). In a similar way, people may construct imagined disclosure 

scripts when anticipating a revelation. Several studies point out that certain types of 

imagined secret revelations are more likely to bring about actual revelations, particularly 

when the secret information involves a recurring object or event (Bodie et al., 2013; 

Honeycutt et al., 2015; Richards & Sillars, 2014). As such, it makes sense that the 

frequency of imagined secret revelations may be positively associated with people’s 

perceptions about the likelihood of actual revelations. Similar to attributes of frequency, 

specificity is another factor that may relate to people’s tendency to reveal (e.g., Honeycutt 
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et al., 2015). For instance, evidence of decision-making related to secret disclosure 

suggests that if people imagine ensuing revelations to be clear and specific, they are likely 

to feel more confident about revealing and are more likely to disclose the secret (e.g., 

Honeycutt & Ford, 2001; Honeycutt et al., 2015; Richards, 2009; Richards & Sillars, 2014). 

By contrast, if individuals perceive their imagined disclosure is full of uncertainty and 

ambiguity, they may avoid disclosure. As Richards and Sillars (2014) note, when 

individuals use specific and well-developed imagined secret revelations for rehearsals, they 

are often moving toward actual disclosure. That is, when imagined secret revealers 

mentally prepare more detailed and specific scripts, they are more likely to reveal a secret 

(rehearsal; see Honeycutt et al., 2015). In addition to the benefits of rehearsal, catharsis 

and compensation may reflect links to the likelihood of actual revelations. According to 

Bodie et al. (2013), catharsis is used for tension release and uncertainty reduction, and 

compensation is used for the substitution of real actions. Further, as Honeycutt (2008) 

suggests, the functions of imagined interactions can occur simultaneously. This may allow 

a person to experience catharsis through an imagined disclosure even though the imagined 

conversation never happens in real life (compensation). In addition, when individuals are 

able to release their stress and the burden of secret keeping through imagined secret 

revelations, their need for disclosure might be reduced accordingly (Richards, 2009; 

Richards & Sillars, 2014). In that case, catharsis and compensation in imagined revelations 

may negatively associate with actual disclosure. Based on the discussion of imagined secret 

revelations and the likelihood of actual revelations, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

H2a: The perceived frequency, specificity, and rehearsal of imagined secret 

 revelations are positively associated with the likelihood that individuals will 

 reveal a secret.  
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H2b: The perceived catharsis and compensation of imagined secret revelations are 

 negatively associated with the likelihood that individuals will reveal a secret.  

In addition to the factors (i.e., frequency, specificity, rehearsal, catharsis, and 

compensation) discussed above, self-dominance, self-understanding, and conflict 

management (also known as conflict-linkage in imagined interaction) are also important to 

imagined secret revelations (e.g., Honeycutt et al., 2015; Richards, 2009). For example, 

individuals might do most of the speaking during their imagined disclosure, because their 

main goal in the imagined disclosure is to reveal and confide the secret information. Also, 

it is likely that individuals utilize imagined revelations as an opportunity to face and 

understand themselves in order to gauge the situation and gain new insights by thinking 

through their revelation scripts. Further, the literatures on secrecy and self-disclosure also 

suggest that certain types of secret information have the potential to cause conflict (e.g., 

W. Afifi & Caughlin, 2006; T. Afifi & Steuber, 2009). It is possible that rehearsing an 

anticipated disclosure may increase individuals’ communication efficacy, and further help 

manage conflict in future revelations. Although self-dominance, self-understanding, and 

conflict linkage are associated with imagined secret disclosures, there is lack of systematic 

investigation on whether these factors are associated with the likelihood that individuals 

reveal a secret. Thus, direct hypotheses are not able to be made. Instead, a research question 

regarding these associations is raised for purposes of exploration.  

RQ3a: Are perceived self-dominance, self-understanding, and conflict linkage

 of imagined secret revelations related to the likelihood that individuals will reveal 

 a secret? 

With regard to the impact of valence, previous studies on secrecy and imagined 

interactions present conflicting opinions. For example, some studies contend that the 

positivity associated with imagined secret revelations may increase the likelihood of 
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individuals’ actual revelations (Richards, 2009), while other studies highlighted 

individuals’ enjoyment of imagining secret disclosure may reduce the need for actual 

revelations (Richards & Sillars, 2014). In a similar vein, there are also conflicting opinions 

about how relationship maintenance of imagined disclosure predicts the likelihood of 

revelation. In particular, some studies suggest that relationship maintenance may 

negatively predict individuals’ inclination to reveal a secret as some people like to keep 

secrets to maintain harmonious relationships (Afifi & Caughlin, 2006; Caughlin et al., 

2009; Richards & Sillars, 2014; Vangelisti, 1994). Sometimes individuals like to share 

their secret with relational partners or family members because they believe such 

revelations are encouraged in their trusting relationships (Derlega, Winstead, Greene, 

Serovich, & Elwood, 2004). Because the literature has varied implications regarding the 

impacts of valence and relationship maintenance, an open-ended question is asked: 

RQ3b: How do perceived positivity and relationship maintenance of imagined 

 secret revelations relate to the likelihood that individuals will reveal a secret? 

IMAGINED SECRET REVELATION AND RELATIONSHIP SATISFACTION 

Other than the perceptions of future disclosure, secrecy and self-disclosure also 

have important implications for individuals’ relationships. On one hand, a number of 

studies suggest that secrecy in the context of close relationships is associated with 

relationship dissatisfaction (Caughlin et al, 2000; Vangelisti, 1994; Vangelisti & Caughlin, 

1997). On the other hand, existing literature on self-disclosure indicates that the closer the 

relationship between two people, the more likely they are to disclose secrets to each other 

(Altman & Taylor, 1973; Chaiken & Derlega, 1974; Chelune, Waring, Vosk, Sultan, & 

Ogden, 1984). Like secrecy and self-disclosure, imagined interactions also can influence 

people’s relationship quality. According to Honeycutt et al. (2015), studies examining the 
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influence of imagined interactions on interpersonal relationships usually involve various 

relational scenarios that people experience through internal dialogues with their relational 

partners. Given that secrecy, self-disclosure, and imagined interactions may influence 

relationship quality, the question of how imagined secret revelations affect relationship 

satisfaction is worthy of investigation. Because satisfaction has been shown to be a major 

component of relationship quality (Fincham & Beach, 2006; Fletcher, Simpson, & 

Thomas, 2000), the current study examines relationship satisfaction as an indicator of 

individuals’ general perception of their relational connections with others. 

While prior research on secrecy and self-disclosure has demonstrated that secrets 

can occur in a variety of relational contexts (e.g., T. Afifi & Steuber, 2009; Caughlin et al., 

2009; Vangelisti & Caughlin, 1997), the present study examines imagined disclosure in 

family relationships. As demonstrated by Karpel (1980), nearly all families have secrets. 

Given that family secrets are ubiquitous and address a broad range of issues, the family 

relational context was chosen for this study. In addition, because family relationships are 

relatively interdependent (Kelley, 1983), and often play a critical role in people’s day-to-

day interactions (Petronio, Jones, & Morr, 2003), individuals may be more likely to 

imagine disclosing their secrets to family members than to other relational partners. As 

such, the current section reviews the related literature on how imagined secret revelations 

affect people’s family relationship satisfaction with the secret target along with the 

hypotheses and research questions being posed. 

Prior research has shown statistically significant associations between imagined 

interactions and relationship satisfaction, particularly for certain characteristics of 

imagined interactions. For example, Honeycutt and Wiemann (1999) found that people 

tended to report a high level of relationship satisfaction when they engage in pleasant 

imagined interactions with their partners. Additionally, Honeycutt and Keaton (2012) 
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showed that having more pleasant (positivity), frequent (frequency), and specific 

(specificity) imagined interactions was associated with higher relationship satisfaction with 

partners. These empirical studies suggest that certain characteristics of imagined 

interactions can have positive effects on relationship quality. Such effects may be extended 

to a context of imagined disclosures. Because there is a positive association between secret 

disclosure and relationship satisfaction (Altman & Taylor, 1973; Chelune et al., 1984), it 

is likely this positive association occurs also in imagined secret disclosures. Further, it is 

possible that the attributes of imagined interactions (i.e., positivity, frequency, and 

specificity) that positively predict relationship satisfaction function similarly in imagined 

secret revelations. 

In addition to the aforementioned characteristics of imagined secret revelations, the 

functions of relational maintenance and conflict management also need attention. 

Specifically, according to Honeycutt et al. (2015), relationship maintenance refers to using 

imagined interactions psychologically to maintain a relationship by thinking about a 

partner. Likewise, when individuals anticipate a secret revelation encounter, they may 

construct and rehearse their secret revelation scripts mentally to check and screen out words 

and messages that could hurt the target in order to protect the relationship (e.g., Richards 

& Sillars, 2014). As such, it is plausible that the function of relationship maintenance is 

positively associated with relationship satisfaction. By contrast, conflict management 

refers to people’s tendency to relive and replay conflict episodes in minds in order to 

manage conflicts. This function is often referred to as “conflict-linkage” (Bodie et al., 

2013). Honeycutt, Wood and Fontenot (1993) found that couples who were satisfied with 

their relationship reported having imagined interactions as a mechanism for conflict 

resolution. Given that certain secret information may cause relational conflict, especially 

when the information is negative and serious, individuals may create an imagined secret 
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revelation and rehearse disclosure scripts to avoid or manage conflict with the target (e.g., 

Honeycutt & Keaton, 2012). Thus, the function of conflict management may positively 

predict relationship quality, as well.  

There are other situations where imagined secret revelations are negatively 

associated with relationship quality. As discussed earlier, the catharsis and compensation 

functions of imagined secret revelations are negatively associated with the likelihood that 

individuals will actually reveal a secret. Given that withholding information can have 

negative implications for relationship satisfaction (e.g., Caughlin et al., 2009; Vangelisti, 

1994), it is possible that when people use imagined disclosure for emotional catharsis and 

as a substitution for actual disclosure, their perceptions of their relationship quality with 

the target may be relatively low (e.g., low satisfaction or low intimacy). Another factor that 

may negatively contribute to relationship satisfaction in imagined secret revelations is self-

dominance. According to Honeycutt et al. (2015), self-dominance reflects “the tendency 

for most of the imagined talk to originate from the self with less emphasis being placed on 

what the interaction partner says” (p. 203). This definition implies that imagined secret 

revealers are doing most of the talking when they plan their secret revelations and are not 

considering the role of the target. An imbalanced dominant-submissive interactional 

pattern may indicate a dissatisfied relationship (Honeycutt et al., 2015; Honeycutt & 

Keaton, 2012).  

In sum, various factors of imagined secret revelations may contribute either 

positively or negatively to relationship satisfaction. Based on this discussion, the following 

hypotheses are proposed:  

H3a: The perceived positivity, frequency, specificity, rehearsal, relationship 

 maintenance, and conflict linkage of imagined secret revelations positively predict 

 the relationship satisfaction with the target. 
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H3b: The perceived catharsis, compensation, and self-dominance of imagined 

 secret revelations negatively predict the relationship satisfaction with the target.  

To date, the self-understanding associated with imagined disclosures and its link to 

relationship satisfaction has not been examined. According to Honeycutt (2003), self-

understanding refers to gaining a deeper understanding of individuals’ attitudes, values, 

and beliefs through mental dialogues. It seems plausible that individuals are likely to report 

a relatively satisfying relationship with the target when imagined secret revelations are 

used for self-understanding. When people understand themselves better, they may 

understand the relationship better such that they are likely to experience a satisfied 

relationship with the target. However, there is lack of systematic research to make this 

direct hypothesis. Thus, the following research question is posed for purposes of 

exploration: 

RQ4: Does the perceived self-understanding of imagined secret revelations 

 predict relationship satisfaction with the target? 

FURTHER INVESTIGATION IN TARGETS’ ANTICIPATED REACTIONS 

The second of two goals for this study is to grasp how targets’ anticipated reactions 

function in individuals’ imagined secret revelations. This second goal leads to several more 

specific objectives. The first objective is to refine the list of targets’ anticipated reactions 

that emerges in phase one. The second objective is to explore the extent to which 

characteristics of secrets predict targets’ anticipated reactions as well as how targets’ 

anticipated reactions are linked to the likelihood that individuals will actually reveal their 

secret and to their relationship satisfaction with the target. Along with reviewing the related 

literature on imagined secret revelations and providing rationale for the research 
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questions/hypotheses, the following sections address these two specific objectives in 

sequence. 

To refine the list of targets’ anticipated reactions generated in phase one, the 

underlying factors that may further characterize these anticipated reactions are explored. 

Examining the underlying dimensions of targets’ anticipated reactions is important for two 

reasons. First, descriptions of targets’ anticipated reactions elicited by open-ended 

measures may enrich the current literature, yet, these data may be limited by the ways the 

targets’ anticipated reactions are measured (e.g., Caughlin et al., 2009; Vangelisti et al., 

2001). For example, open-ended data may not address the strength with which imagined 

secret revealers anticipate targets’ reactions. Second, although anticipated reactions are 

conceptually mutually exclusive, they can co-occur. For example, when hearing a secret, a 

target may respond both with no surprise and showing understanding (Caughlin et al., 

2005; Caughlin et al., 2009). According to Caughlin et al. (2005), the co-occurrence of 

multiple types of reactions may point to important information about the dimensions 

underlying the particular reactions as well as the need to refine the categories further. Thus, 

the following research question is posed:  

RQ5: Are there underlying factors that account for the various reactions 

 individuals anticipate from the target in their imagined secret revelations?  

To probe the extent to which characteristics of secrets (i.e., valence, seriousness, 

and identity-relevance) predict variations in the target’s anticipated reactions as well as to 

explore the notion that individuals’ tendency to endorse certain targets’ anticipated 

reactions are associated with the likelihood of revelation and relationship satisfaction with 

the target, three additional hypotheses are put forth. The following sections review the 

literature and derive the relevant hypotheses. 
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Characteristics of Secrets 

Several studies on secrecy and self-disclosure highlight findings that people’s 

perceptions of secret information can contribute to their decisions about revealing a secret 

(e.g., Caughlin et al., 2009; Slepian, Masicampo, Toosi, & Ambady, 2012; Vangelisti & 

Caughlin, 1997; Vangelisti, 1994; Vangelisti et al., 2001), but few studies have examined 

targets’ anticipated reactions in such decisions. It is plausible that people’s perceptions of 

secret information influence their predictions of targets’ reactions and that those 

predictions affect their decisions about secret disclosure. Vangelisti and her colleagues 

(2001), for instance, found that individuals’ perceptions of a secret’s valence and intimacy 

were significantly correlated with the criteria individuals used to decide whether to reveal 

a secret. In addition to these findings about the influence of people’s perceptions of a secret 

on their decision about disclosure, another group of researchers has noted that recipients’ 

responses also matter (Caughlin et al., 2005; Kelly, 2002; Kelly & McKillop, 1996). 

Specifically, Caughlin et al. (2005) note that people are likely to reveal a secret when a 

positive response is anticipated. Kelly’s (2002) work also proposes that secret recipients 

should be perceived as discreet, nonjudgmental, and capable of offering new insights. 

Based on the empirical evidence on the association between people’s perceptions of secrets 

and secret disclosure, as well as research on the link between recipients’ perceived 

responses and secret disclosure, it is plausible that people’s perceptions about secret 

information are linked to their perceptions of recipients’ reactions. Furthermore, as noted 

by Caughlin et al. (2005), individuals tend to anticipate more negative reactions from 

recipients before they reveal a secret as compared to after they reveal it, especially when 

the secret is perceived as serious and “dark” (negative). It makes sense that disclosing a 

negative and serious secret to a target will evoke negative reactions, such as anger, upset, 

or yelling. While most studies focus on information recipients rather than secret targets 
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(e.g., Caughlin et al., 2005; Kelly, 2002), the empirical findings associated with 

information recipients provide insights into the associations between individuals’ 

perceptions of secret information and their perceptions of a target’s anticipated reactions 

in an imagined disclosure.  

Likelihood of Revelation 

In addition to the characteristics of secrets, a target’s anticipated reactions in 

imagined disclosure may also be tied to the likelihood that individuals actually reveal a 

secret. As noted earlier, imagined secret revelations can function as way for individuals to 

rehearse an actual revelation scene that they intend to have, or are anxious about having 

(Richards, 2009; Richards & Sillars, 2014; Rosenblatt & Meyer, 1986). Individuals may 

think through the secret information by creating revelation scripts about what they are 

going to say or they may take the role of a target by anticipating how s/he will respond 

when receiving the secret information (e.g., Honeycutt et al., 2015). In addition, given that 

secret information may differ and people’s perceptions of the secret may vary (Vangelisti 

& Caughlin, 1997), individuals should anticipate different reactions from the target. For 

example, a person who imagines disclosing his failure in a chemistry exam to his parents 

should not anticipate the same reactions from his parents when revealing his drug abuse 

history. According to Caughlin et al. (2005), some secrets may involve more negative 

consequences than others if divulged. Kelly and McKillop (1996) also suggest that 

individuals should consider the consequences of revelation when deciding whether to 

disclose their secret. In this vein, people are more likely to disclose the secret when they 

think the target will react positively (e.g., showing understanding and support) rather than 

negatively (e.g., expressing negativity or fighting). Although these findings are drawn from 

situations involving actual disclosures, similar patterns are expected in imagined 
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disclosures. In particular, it is likely that a target’s positive anticipated reactions are 

positively associated with the likelihood that individuals reveal a secret, and their negative 

reactions are negatively associated with the likelihood they will reveal a secret.  

Relationship Satisfaction  

Taken together with the characteristics of secrets and the likelihood of revelations, 

relationship satisfaction may also be associated with the target’s anticipated reactions in 

imagined disclosures. As noted earlier, a target’s reaction is an important component of 

imagined interactions. As such, the reaction individuals reported from their target should 

be critical to their imagined disclosures. Also, as imagined interaction plays an active role 

in people’s satisfaction with relational partners (Honeycutt & Keaton, 2012), it is likely 

that a target’s anticipated reactions are associated with individuals’ relationship 

satisfaction.  

Although research has yet to demonstrate that a target’s anticipated reactions are 

associated with imagined secret revealers’ relationship quality, there is solid theoretical 

evidence to suggest that this is the case. Honeycutt (2010) argues that “An interpersonal 

relationship is maintained and developed through thinking and dwelling on a relationship 

partner” (p. 19). Indeed, research and theory on imagined interaction indicate that 

interpersonal relationships are revealed by analyzing thoughts about relational scenes and 

partners (Honeycutt, 2003, 2009; Honeycutt & Keaton, 2012), suggesting that an 

interpersonal relationship can be affected by individuals’ thoughts about interactions with 

their relational partner. Applied to the current context of imagined secret revelations, 

individuals’ relationship quality with the target is likely to be associated with their thinking 

through secret revelation scenes with the target. Inasmuch as this is the case, anticipated 

target reactions are likely to reflect individuals’ relational quality with the target. Given the 
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current context of imagined disclosure, for instance, it is possible that secret revealers will 

imagine unsure or uncertain reactions from a target, indicating their relationship quality 

may not be at a high level.  

In sum, the second objective of the current study is to explore the extent to which 

characteristics of secrets are associated with a target’s anticipated reactions and to examine 

how a target’s anticipated reactions are related to the likelihood that individuals reveal a 

secret and their relationship satisfaction with the target. To address these issues, the 

following hypotheses are postulated: 

H4: The characteristics of secrets (i.e., valence, seriousness, and identity 

 relevance) are associated with individuals’ reports of a target’s anticipated 

 reactions in their imagined secret revelations.  

H5: Individuals’ reports of a target’s anticipated reactions in their imagined secret 

 revelations are associated with the likelihood that they will reveal a secret.  

H6: Individuals’ reports of a target’s anticipated reactions in their imagined secret 

 revelations are associated with their relationship satisfaction with the target. 

SUMMARY OF THE STUDY 

Given the potential importance of imagined disclosures in intimate relationships as 

well as the lack of systematic research on targets’ role in such disclosures, this study 

employs the theoretical framework of imagined interaction to explore individuals’ 

imagined secret revelations while taking targets’ anticipated reactions into consideration. 

The data collection includes two phases. In phase one, a list of anticipated reactions to 

imagined disclosures is generated. In phase two, the underlying dimensions associated with 

anticipated reactions are explored, and an initial scale is developed to assess individuals’ 

perceptions of the likelihood a target engages in particular reactions. The scale of targets’ 
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anticipated reactions is then used to probe associations with the characteristics of 

individuals’ secrets, the likelihood that individuals will reveal a secret, and individuals’ 

relationship satisfaction with the target.  

This study contributes to research on secrecy and self-disclosure by paving the way 

for future research to consider information management from an intrapersonal perspective. 

This study also adds to research on imagined interactions within interpersonal relationships 

by elucidating the targets’ reactions in mental dialogue scenes. From a practical standpoint, 

the current study is important to explain individuals’ expectations for what may happen if 

they reveal a secret. Ultimately, the ways individuals think through an interaction they 

anticipate having, would like to have, or are anxious about having may impact the course 

of their perceptions about actual actions as well as their relationships. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

This chapter provides information about the methods used in the current study. As 

discussed earlier, this study includes two phases of data collection. The following sections 

describe the methods for both phases covering the sampling technique, study procedure, 

instruments, and an overview of the data analyses.  

PHASE ONE: TARGETS’ ANTICIPATED REACTIONS 

Participants 

Data were collected using Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk website (Mturk; 

http://www.mturk.com). Participants were asked to complete a survey posted on 

Qualtrics.com. Samples recruited through Mechanical Turk tend to be similar to samples 

collected through other online sources (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011). Research 

also suggests that Mturk’s users come from a variety of demographics and can provide 

quality data, especially when workers’ approval ratings on the Human Intelligence Task 

(HIT) are above 95% (Peer, Vosgerau, & Acquisti, 2014; Sheehan, 2017). Thus, Mturk 

workers whose HIT approval ratings are above 95% were recruited as participants, and 

they were paid $0.35 for their time (15-20 minutes) in completing the online survey. For 

the purpose of the study, additional criteria to participate were: (a) currently keeping a 

secret from a family member; (b) having imagined revealing the reported secret to that 

family member in the past 6 months; and (c) being 18 years of age or older. A total of 636 

participants who met these requirements were recruited. To ensure the validity of the data, 

respondents were asked about their willingness to have their data retained or deleted 

(without penalty) at the end of the survey (Rouse, 2015). A total of 18 cases were deleted 

based on this question. 
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The sample (N = 618) consisted of 66.8% females (n = 413) and 33.2% males (n = 

205). Respondents’ age ranged from 18 to 73 years and averaged 32.6 years (SD = 9.7, 

Mdn = 30). Their ethnicity included White or Caucasian (n = 332, 53.7%), Asian or Pacific 

Islander (n = 138, 22.3%), Black or African-American (n = 83, 13.4%), Hispanic or Latino 

(n = 52, 8.4%), and other or multiple ethnicities (n = 13, 2.1%). The reported secret targets 

were composed of 67.0% females (n = 414) and 33.0% males (n = 204), and the targets’ 

age ranged from 5 to 102 years and averaged 47.6 years (SD = 12.9, Mdn = 50). Based on 

Murphy’s (2008) study of kinship, participants’ relationship with the secret target was 

categorized as close primary kin (e.g., children, parents, siblings, husband, wife), 

secondary kin who are blood relatives (e.g., grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, nephews, 

and nieces), and secondary affinal kin (e.g., parents-in-law, brothers- and sisters-in law, 

step-relatives, or partners). The majority of respondents (92.7%, n = 573) indicated that 

their targets fell into the category of close primary kin, 5.3% (n = 33) were secondary blood 

kin, and 1.9% (n = 12) were secondary affinal kin. Among the close primary kin, mother 

was identified as the secret target by the majority of the respondents (n = 260, 42.1%). 

Procedure and Measures 

Participants were asked to complete open-ended questions. Prior to data collection, 

they were directed to answer a set of eligibility questions (i.e., currently keeping a secret 

from a family member, having imagined revealing the secret to that family member in the 

past 6 months, and being 18 years of age or older). Participants who did not meet one or 

more of these requirements were not allowed to participate in this study (see Appendix A). 

After the eligibility questions, respondents were asked to complete a two-part 

questionnaire. In the first part, respondents were introduced to the purpose of the study and 

asked to think about a secret they were currently keeping from a family member and recall 
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an instance that took place on the last six months when they imagined revealing that secret 

to the member of their family (see Appendix B). Next, participants answered a series of 

open-ended questions, including questions asking them to describe in as much detail as 

possible the secret they were currently keeping from their family member, and how they 

imagined that family member would react if they disclosed the secret information to him 

or her. Respondents were asked to recall and construct a mental script of the conversation 

(e.g., “I said…” and “S/he said…”). To help participants accurately recall the episode, they 

were instructed to report the place where the revelation occurred (e.g., home, office, airport, 

or nowhere in particular) (see Appendix C). Following the prompt asking respondents to 

describe the imagined secret revelations, demographic information regarding participants’ 

age, gender, ethnicity, and relationship with the member of family was collected. 

Participants were guaranteed confidentiality. Also, to ensure voluntary participation, 

respondents were allowed to skip answers or stop completing the questionnaire at any time.  

PHASE TWO: FURTHER EXPLORATION ON IMAGINED SECRET REVELATION 

Participants 

During the second phase of the study, an additional 522 participants were recruited 

via Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk website. As research suggests, workers whose 

approval ratings on the Human Intelligence Task (HIT) are above 95% are likely to provide 

quality data (Peer et al., 2014; Sheehan, 2017). Based on the purposes of the current 

investigation, several qualifications were employed when advertising the recruitment on 

Mturk: (a) currently keeping a secret from a family member; (b) having imagined revealing 

the reported secret to that family member in the past 6 months; (c) being 18 years of age 

or older; and (d) being equal to or above a 95% HIT approval rate.  
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The set of measures used in the second phase took approximately 30 minutes to 

complete. Participants were each paid $0.50. Two methods were used to ensure the validity 

of the data. First, participants were randomly presented with three attention-check items 

(e.g., “please mark ‘1’ for this item,” “please choose ‘6’ for this item,” and “what is 5 plus 

2”; Berinsky, Margolis, & Sances, 2014). An additional verification item was added based 

on Rouse’s (2015) recommendations in which participants were asked at the end of the 

survey whether they answered honestly and their data should be retained or deleted 

(without penalty). A total of 26 cases were deleted based on these methods.  

Of the remaining 496 participants, 173 were men (35.0%), 317 were women 

(64.2%), and 6 people failed to indicate their gender (1.2%). The average age of 

participants was 36.02 years (SD = 12.7, Mdn = 32) and ranged from 18 to 82. Respondents 

were White/Caucasian (n = 379, 76.4%), followed by African-American/Black (n = 43, 

8.7%), Asian/Pacific Islander (n = 29, 5.8%), Hispanic/Latino(a) (n = 27, 5.4%), and other 

or multiple ethnicities (n = 18, 3.6%). In addition, the reported targets were composed of 

61.1% females (n = 303) and 38.9% males (n = 193), and their age ranged from 5 to 100 

years and averaged 47.7 years (SD = 17.1, Mdn = 49.0). The majority of respondents 

reported experiencing the imagined secret revelation with their close primary kin (n = 409, 

82.5%), followed by secondary blood kin (n = 53, 10.7%), and secondary affinal kin (n = 

31, 6.3%), but three people failed to indicate their relationships with the target (0.6%). 

Similar to the data collected in Phase One, mother was the major figure identified as the 

secret target in the close primary kin relationship (n = 108, 26.4%).  

Procedures 

An online questionnaire including open- and closed-ended questions was 

administrated to participants through Qualtrics software. Participants were informed that 
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any information they provided would be kept confidential, and that they could skip any 

answers. Similar to the procedure employed in Phase One, participants were asked to 

answer eligibility questions (i.e., currently keeping a secret from a family member, having 

imagined revealing the secret to that family member in the past 6 months, and being 18 

years of age or older) prior to the main survey. Respondents who did not meet one or more 

of these requirements were directed to the end of the survey. Those who met the 

requirements were directed to read a consent form. After agreeing to participate in the 

current study, they answered a three-part questionnaire. First, to trigger participants’ secret 

keeping and imagined disclosure experiences, they were asked to think about a secret they 

were currently keeping in a family relationship, and then to respond to questions about 

their imagined secret disclosure as well as the target’s anticipated reactions if they 

disclosed the secret. The instructions were the same as those used in Phase One. In the 

second portion of the questionnaire, participants were asked a series questions regarding 

the attributes and functions of their imagined disclosure as well as the characteristics of 

secret (i.e., valence, seriousness, and identity relevance), the likelihood of revelation, and 

their relationship satisfaction with the target. The final part of the questionnaire assessed 

the target’s anticipated reactions when learning the secret. Items were based on the 

categories induced in Phase One, often relying on phrasing taken from the Phase One 

participants’ responses.  

Measures 

Characteristics of secrets. To assess the characteristics of the secrets described by 

respondents, three qualities measured in prior studies were examined. These include 

valence, identity relevance, and seriousness (see Appendix D). The sequence in which 
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participants completed the measures that captured the three variables were randomized to 

minimize order effects. 

The valence and identification of respondents’ secrets were evaluated using scales 

borrowed from Vangelisti and Caughlin (1997). Participants rated their perceptions of their 

secrets on two, seven-step semantic differential items (extremely positive/extremely 

negative and extremely good/extremely bad; Cronbach’s α = .96, M = 4.61, SD = 1.91). 

Identification was measured by three, seven-step semantic differential items (not at all part 

of me/very much part of me, extremely insignificant to me/extremely significant to me, and 

not at all essential to my identity/essential to my identity; Cronbach’s α = .80, M = 5.23, 

SD = 1.42). The items were recoded when appropriate so that high scores indicated a higher 

degree of negativity and essentiality relative to the respondents’ identity. 

To measure the degree to which respondents perceived the reported secret was 

serious, five items were adapted from Vrij et al. (2002). A 7-point semantic differential 

scale was used to indicate how serious the information was (e.g., extremely 

insignificant/extremely significant, extremely trivial/extremely serious, extremely 

mild/extremely severe, extremely big/extremely small, and extremely important/extremely 

unimportant). Appropriate items were reverse-coded so that a higher score represented 

more serious secrets (Cronbach’s α = .82, M = 5.04, SD = 1.27). 

Imagined secret revelations. The imagined secret revelations were measured in 

terms of their attributes and functions. As previous empirical studies suggest, the attributes 

of imagined interactions particularly related to secret revelations are frequency, valence, 

specificity, and self-dominance (e.g., Richards, 2009; Richards & Sillars, 2014). Functions 

of the imagined secret revelations consisted of six factors based on imagined interaction 

theory and research including rehearsal, self-understanding, compensation, catharsis, 

conflict linkage, and relationship maintenance. 
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To assess the attributes and functions, a modified version of the Survey of Imagined 

Interaction (SII) was employed (Honeycutt, 2003; Honeycutt, 2008, Honeycutt, Zagacki, 

& Edwards, 1992). Items were modified to fit the current investigation. The SII is a 

multidimensional instrument that describes one mechanism of people’s intrapersonal 

communication using visual “YES-NO” scales (e.g., ranging from 1= NO! = very strong 

disagreement to 7 = YES! = very strong agreement; Honeycutt, 2003). To create 

consistency with other scales used in the current project, a regular seven-point Likert-type 

scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree was used. The subscales 

assessing attributes and functions were randomized to minimize order effects. Appropriate 

items were reverse-coded, with higher scores indicating higher frequency, positivity, 

specificity, and self-dominance, self-understanding, rehearsal, catharsis, conflict linkage, 

compensation, and relational maintenance (see Appendix E).  

Regarding attributes of imagined secret revelation, four subscales were included: 

(a) frequency (e.g., “I frequently imagine disclosing my secret to [family member’s name],” 

4 items, Cronbach’s α = .84, M = 3.91, SD = 1.52); (b) positivity (e.g., “My imagined 

disclosure to [family member’s name] is usually enjoyable,” 4 items, Cronbach’s α = .88, 

M = 3.02, SD = 1.72); (c) specificity (e.g., “When I imagine revealing my secret to [family 

member’s name], it tends to be detailed and well developed,” 4 items, Cronbach’s α = .65, 

M = 4.43, SD = 1.19); and (d) self-dominance (e.g., “I talk a lot in my imagined secret 

disclosure to [family member’s name],” 4 items, Cronbach’s α = .76, M = 3.98, SD = 1.24).  

Similar to the assessment of attributes, six function subscales were completed by 

participants. These subscales consisted of: (a) self-understanding (e.g., “My imagined 

secret revelation to [family member’s name] helps me to actually talk about feelings or 

problems later with him/her,” 4 items, Cronbach’s α = .84, M = 4.45, SD = 1.43); (b) 

rehearsal (e.g., “Having the imagined disclosure to [family member’s name] helps me plan 
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what I am going to say for an anticipated encounter with him/her,” 4 items, Cronbach’s α 

= .78, M = 4.37, SD = 1.37); (c) catharsis (e.g., “Having the imagined disclosure to [family 

member’s name] helps me relieve tension and stress,” 4 items, Cronbach’s α = .74, M = 

3.44, SD = 1.26); (d) conflict linkage (e.g., “My imagined secret revelation to [family 

member’s name] usually involves conflicts or arguments,” 5 items, Cronbach’s α = .76, M 

= 3.84, SD = 1.18); (e) compensation (e.g., “I use the imagined revelation as a way to make 

up for the absence of real communication about my secret,” 4 items, Cronbach’s α = .72, 

M = 4.34, SD = 1.17); and (f) relational maintenance (e.g., “Having the imagined revelation 

to [family member’s name] helps keep our relationship alive,” 4 items, Cronbach’s α = .91, 

M = 3.45, SD = 1.69).  

Likelihood of revelation. The likelihood of actual revelation was included as an 

outcome variable. Specifically, to assess the extent to which imagined secret revelation 

affects participants’ decisions about the likelihood of making a future disclosure, two 

questions were asked using 7-point Likert-type scales ranging from 1 = very unlikely to 7 

= very likely. The questions included “How likely are you to reveal the secret you imagined 

to this person in the near future?” and “How likely are you to tell the secret you imagined 

to this person in the near future?” These two items were adapted from Vangelisti et al. 

(2001) to fit the current investigation of imagined disclosure (Cronbach’s α = .96; r = .92, 

p < .001, M = 4.01, SD = 2.16). A higher score represented a higher likelihood of revelation 

in the near future (see Appendix F).  

Relationship satisfaction. Imagined secret revealers’ relationship satisfaction with 

the target was included as another outcome variable. Respondents completed a modified 

version of Huston, McHale, and Crouter’s (1986) Marital Opinion Questionnaire (MOQ). 

Instructions for the MOQ were adapted so that participants were able to report how they 

felt about their relationship with the secret target. The MOQ consists of two sections. The 
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first part includes ten, 7-point semantic differential scales that require respondents to rate 

their relationships according to bipolar adjectives (e.g., miserable-enjoyable) and a single-

item assessment of global satisfaction. The reliability for the main scale (i.e., the first eight 

items; two items were dropped) was Cronbach’s α = .94 with M = 4.82, SD = 1.51, and the 

bivariate correlation between the average of the main scale items and the general 

satisfaction item was r = .95, p < .001. Appropriate items were reverse coded so that higher 

scores indicated greater relational satisfaction (see Appendix G).  

Targets’ anticipated reactions. Based on the 12 categories (excluding the 

category of “uncodable”) from Phase One, a 60-item measure was generated with four to 

six items for each reaction anticipated from the secret target. One researcher generated 

these items based on the reactions reported by targets in Phase One. A second researcher 

then reviewed these items and checked them for redundancy and face validity. Several 

items were modified. The two researchers re-evaluated the items and agreed on final 

modifications before distributing the questionnaire. Participants reported the extent to 

which their family member might react in these ways if s/he was told about a secret (1 = 

strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). To address the research question pertaining to the 

dimensionality of the targets’ anticipated reactions (RQ5), the items were submitted to an 

exploratory factor analysis. The results of this analysis, the final subscales, reliability 

coefficients, and descriptive statistics are summarized in the results section (see Appendix 

H).  

Demographic questions. Demographic information was collected using a brief 

demographic questionnaire. Participants completed questions describing their own and 

their target’s age, gender, and ethnicity as well as their relationships with the target (see 

Appendix I). 
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DATA ANALYSES OVERVIEW 

Preliminary Analyses Overview  

Before exploring the primary research questions and hypotheses, a series of 

preliminary analyses were conducted to examine the descriptive statistics and normality of 

all key variables. Given that participants reported their imagined secret disclosure 

experience within different types of relationships (e.g., husband/wife, grandparents, and 

nephew/niece), a multivariate ANOVA was conducted to explore whether the likelihood 

of revelation and relationship satisfaction varied according to different types of secret 

keeper-target family relationships.  

Main Analyses Overview 

To refine the targets’ reaction scale and explore its underlying factors, a principal 

axis factoring analysis (PAF) with varimax rotation was conducted. As discussed earlier, 

although Caughlin et al. (2005) have examined the reactions of information recipients, 

targets’ anticipated reactions have not been systematically investigated. In line with this 

reasoning, an exploratory factor analysis rather than a confirmatory factor analysis was 

employed because the literature did not provide a theoretical basis for identifying a specific 

number of factors (Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum, & Strahan, 1999). In addition, 

principal axis analysis rather than principal component analysis (PCA) was chosen because 

PCA is a linear combination of variables, and PAF is a measurement model of a latent 

variable. To better validate the targets’ reactions scale for future research, PAF is a more 

appropriate option compared to PCA (Ngure, Kihoro, & Waititu, 2015).  

The remaining research questions and hypotheses were tested with path analysis 

through two separate models. A path analysis approach is usually applied to assess whether 

sets of relationships among variables are linear. Each path coefficient is a partial regression 



 40 

coefficient (Hayes, 2017). Given that the current study aimed to explore the associations 

between several sets of variables, path analysis was a good option. Because this study 

addressed a number of factors (i.e., 10 factors for the attributes as well as the functions of 

imagined secret revelation, 12 factors for the targets’ anticipated reactions), including all 

of the variables in one model was too complex. Thus, the hypotheses and research 

questions were tested via two separate models.  

The first model investigated the predictors and effects of imagined secret 

revelations (H1a-1c, RQ2, H2a-2b, RQ3a-3b, H3a-3b, and RQ4), including the (a) 

perceived valence, seriousness, and identification of secrets; (b) frequency, positivity, 

specificity, self-dominance, rehearsal, self-understanding, compensation, catharsis, 

conflict linkage, and relationship maintenance of imagined secret revelations; and (c) 

likelihood of revelation in the future and relationship satisfaction with the secret target. 

The second model explored the predictors and effects of the target’s anticipated reactions 

in imagined disclosure (H4-H6), including: (a) the perceived valence, seriousness, and 

identification of secrets; (b) negative emotional reactions, understanding/problem solving, 

positive emotional reactions, neutral responses, shock/surprised, time-influenced 

responses, unsure/uncertain, aggressive reactions, and questioning; and (c) the likelihood 

of revelation in the future and relationship satisfaction with the secret target. The two path 

models with bootstrapping (i.e., 1000 samples, maximum likelihood estimation, and 95% 

confidence interval) were tested using Mplus 7.4 to estimate the proposed hypotheses and 

research questions (Muthén & Muthén, 2017).  

To evaluate model fit, the following model fit indices were applied: (a) model chi-

square, (b) the relative chi-square value (χ2/df), (c) the root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA), (d) the comparative fit index (CFI), (e) the Tucker-Lewis index 

(TLI), and (f) the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). Application of the 
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following criteria aided in determining goodness of fit: the model’s chi-square should be 

insignificant; the relative chi-square value (χ2/df) should be less than 3.00; the CFI and TLI 

values should be greater than .95; and the RMSEA and SRMR values should be less 

than .08 (Browne & Cudeck, 1993; Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2016).  
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Chapter 4: Results 

The current research is aimed at understanding the role of imagined interactions in 

individuals’ secret disclosure while taking targets’ anticipated reactions into account. This 

section addresses the research question proposed in Phase One regarding types of targets 

reactions as well as the questions and hypotheses put forth in Phase Two concerning 

predictors and effects of imagined secret disclosure.  

PHASE ONE – CODING OF TARGETS’ ANTICIPATED REACTIONS 

Phase One was aimed at capturing the anticipated reactions of targets to 

participants’ imagined disclosure (RQ1). The open-ended data for assessing how targets 

are envisioned to react when being told the secret information were coded using a modified 

version of inductive analysis (Bulmer, 1979). The initial coding scheme for targets’ 

anticipated reactions was developed based on a previous study of how recipients react when 

hearing secret information (e.g., negative emotional reaction, calm response, 

understanding/agreement, not surprised, and time-influenced reaction; Caughlin et al., 

2005). As discussed earlier, this coding scheme was modified to better fit to the current 

investigation. Following the inductive analysis procedure described by Thomas (2006), 

two coders each read all of the data, then independently adjusted and developed the 

categories to describe the targets’ anticipated reactions as reported by respondents. The 

coders then met and discussed their categories. During these discussions, some new 

categories were developed and others were combined. After agreeing upon the revised 

category scheme, one of the original coders independently classified all the responses using 

the refined category scheme. To check reliability, a subsample (n = 200, 32.4%) was also 

coded by a new coder. The primary theme was identified for each response and each was 

coded into a single category. Cohen’s kappa was calculated to check the reliability of this 
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procedure. According to Berry and Mielke (1988), the criteria of inter-coder reliability are: 

poor agreement = less than 0.20; fair agreement = 0.20 to 0.40; moderate agreement = 0.40 

to 0.60; good agreement = 0.60 to 0.80; and very good agreement = 0.80 to 1.00. The 

resulting kappa for targets’ reactions was .86, indicating fairly good inter-coder reliability. 

The final categories consisted of: hard emotional reaction, soft emotional reaction, 

(not)shocked/surprised responses, aggressive reactions, neutral response, 

lecturing/questioning, time-influenced response, positive emotional reaction, 

supportive/understanding/agreement, adverse communication reaction, unsure/uncertain, 

problem solving, and uncodable. Table 1 includes descriptions and examples of targets’ 

anticipated reactions as well as summaries of the proportion for each type of reaction.  

As Table 1 indicates, the category most frequently reported by participants with 

regard to their family members’ reactions when being told the secret was a hard emotional 

reaction. Over 26% of respondents noted that their targets would get angry when hearing 

the secret. Soft emotional reaction (20.6%) was the next most-common category. People 

who cited this reaction noted that their family member would be disappointed or hurt if the 

secret information was revealed. In addition, although not many, some respondents noted 

that targets would stay rational and provide advice for problem solving when hearing the 

secret (1.3%).  

An initial glimpse of the categories that emerged from Phase One suggests they 

may be associated with people’s perceptions of their secrets (i.e., valence, seriousness, 

identity-relevance) and the likelihood of revelation as well as relationship satisfaction with 

the reported family members. Although Phase One provided a description of key aspects 

of imagined secret revelations, it is possible that there are considerable variations in the 

targets’ reported reactions and their associations with characteristics of secrets, likelihood 

of revelation, and relationship satisfaction. It is important to be able to examine and explain 
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such associations. Thus, the general purpose of Phase Two was to conduct a more 

systematic investigation of the ways in which targets’ anticipated reactions function in 

individuals’ imagined secret revelations.  

PHASE TWO – FURTHER EXPLORATION ON IMAGINED SECRET REVELATION 

Preliminary Analyses 

Preliminary analyses were conducted to assess the normality of all key variables. 

These variables were checked in terms of skewness and kurtosis through SPSS. According 

to Terrell (2012), the absolute values of skewness and kurtosis should be less than two to 

indicate a normal distribution. For the current data analyses, all key variables met this 

standard, which indicated that the current data were normally distributed.  

The descriptive statistics of all primary variables were examined to provide insights 

into the current dataset. Table 2 displays the means and standard deviations of the key 

variables. Table 3 includes the correlations among the key variables under investigation. 

Before performing the correlation analyses, several variables were dummy coded (i.e., 

family relationship type, secret keeper’s gender, and target’s gender). In terms of family 

relationship types (i.e., close primary kin, secondary blood kin, and secondary affinal kin), 

two dummy coded variables were created with the second affinal kin serving as the 

reference group. For secret keeper and target’s gender, male was coded as 1 and female 

was coded as 0.  

Only statistically significant correlations regarding the characteristics of secrets 

(i.e., valence, seriousness, identity relevance) are reported below. The valence of the secret 

was positively associated with the perceived seriousness of secret (r = .11, p = .01), conflict 

linkage of imagined disclosure (r = .13, p = .01), targets’ anticipated negative emotional 

reactions (r = .30, p < .001), shocked/surprised responses (r = .16, p = .001), time-



 45 

influenced responses (r = .16, p < .001), and questioning (r = .19, p < .001), but negatively 

correlated with the identity relevance of secret (r = -.15, p = .001), frequency (r = -.12, p = 

.01), positivity (r = -.47, p < .001), self-understanding (r = -.12, p = .01), rehearsal (r = -

.16, p < .001), catharsis (r = -.26, p < .001), compensation (r = -.10, p = .03), relationship 

maintenance of imagined disclosure (r = -.21, p < .001), the target’s problem solving (r = 

-.13, p = .004), positive emotional reactions (r = -.43, p < .001), neutral responses (r = -

.12, p = .01), and the likelihood of future revelation (r = -.31, p < .001). The seriousness of 

the secret was positively related to the identity relevance of the secret (r = .49, p < .001), 

frequency (r = .22, p < .001), specificity (r = .26, p < .001), rehearsal of imagined disclosure 

(r = .12, p = .01), shock/surprised responses (r = .21, p < .001), as well as questioning (r = 

.13, p = .01). Additionally, the seriousness of the secret was negatively associated with 

positivity (r = -.19, p < .001), compensation (r = -.10, p = .03), problem solving (r = -.11, 

p = .02), positive emotional reactions (r = -.20, p < .001), neutral responses (r = -.36, p < 

.001), unsure/uncertain responses (r = -.17, p < .001), and aggressive reactions (r = -.20, p 

< .001). Identity relevance was positively linked to frequency (r = .24, p < .001), specificity 

(r = .13, p = .01), self-understanding (r = .17, p < .001), rehearsal (r = .18, p < .001), 

compensation of imagined secret revelation (r = .15, p = .001), shocked/surprised responses 

(r = .18, p < .001), questioning (r = .11, p = .01), and the likelihood of future disclosure (r 

= .13, p = .004). Moreover, the perceived identity relevance of the secret also was 

associated negatively with neutral responses (r = -.13, p = .004). 

Although not the focus of this study, a multivariate ANOVA was conducted to 

explore the effects of different types of family relationships (i.e., close primary kin, 

secondary blood kin, secondary affinal kin) on the set of key variables. Table 4 provides 

the estimated marginal mean for each key variable. An inspection of these results showed 

that family relationship types did not differ based on any of the key variables assessed, 
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which indicated that the forms of family relationship did not have statistically significant 

effects on the primary variables. As a result, family relationship was not controlled when 

assessing the model of attributes and functions of imagined secret revelation or the model 

of targets’ anticipated reactions.  

Main Analyses 

Underlying Factors of Targets’ Anticipated Reactions  

To explore the underlying factors that account for individuals’ reports of a target’s 

anticipated reactions to their imagined disclosure (RQ5), a principal axis factor analysis 

with varimax rotation was conducted. The scree plot, eigenvalues, and interpretability of 

the factors indicated that a nine-factor solution was optimal. In this analysis, four items 

were removed because they did not have a loading of at least .40 on any factor, and three 

items were deleted due to double loadings (e.g., Caughlin et al., 2009; Russel, 2002). As 

such, the nine factors, which accounted for 70.90% of the variance, are summarized in 

Table 5.  

Although the factors showed considerable correspondence with the category 

scheme derived from Phase One, the analysis suggested that some of the different 

categories noted in the first phase were based on a single underlying dimension. For 

instance, items that were originally designed to assess hard emotional reaction, soft 

emotional reaction, and adverse communication reaction loaded on the first factor, which 

was collectively labeled negative emotional reactions. This dimension focused on the 

negative reactions anticipated from a family member, such as getting mad and yelling at 

someone. The second factor, understanding/problem solving, was comprised of items that 

were initially meant to assess problem solving and supportive reactions from Phase One, 

separately. This factor suggested the tendency of the secret target to show understanding 
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and be supportive if he or she learned of the secret. Another minor change in the Phase One 

categories involved the category labelled lecturing/questioning. In Phase One, the 

responses grouped in this category originally tapped both lecturing and questioning. The 

results of the factor analysis indicated that the items assessing lecturing loaded on the first 

factor (negative reactions). As such, the label of lecturing/questioning was changed to 

questioning. In addition to the three aforementioned factors that explained multiple 

categories from Phase One, the remaining factors each corresponded closely to a single 

category from Phase One. Thus, the factor analysis largely confirmed, but also simplified, 

the categories produced in the first phase. Taken together, these factors were labeled as 

negative emotional reactions (Cronbach’s α = .94, M = 4.19, SD = 1.52; 17 items), 

understanding/problem solving (Cronbach’s α = .92, M = 4.27, SD = 1.54; 8 items), 

positive emotional reactions (Cronbach’s α = .95, M = 2.90, SD = 1.85; 4 items), neutral 

responses (Cronbach’s α = .80, M = 3.18, SD = 1.36; 6 items), shock/surprise (Cronbach’s 

α = .83, M = 4.61, SD = 1.47; 4 items), time-influenced responses (Cronbach’s α = .88, M 

= 3.92, SD = 1.64; 4 items), unsure/uncertain responses (Cronbach’s α = .87, M = 3.38, 

SD = 1.48; 5 items), aggressive reactions (Cronbach’s α = .89, M = 2.45, SD = 1.73; 3 

items), and questioning (Cronbach’s α = .77, M = 4.67, SD = 1.68; 2 items).  

Path Analyses Preview 

The current study ultimately examined (a) how characteristics of secrets contribute 

to imagined disclosure as well as its associated outcomes (i.e., the likelihood of revelation 

and relationship satisfaction), and (b) the role of targets’ reactions in individuals’ imagined 

disclosure. All hypotheses and research questions were tested with two proposed models 

(i.e., Model I-Attributes and Functions of Imagined Secret Revelation, and Model II-

Targets’ Anticipated Reactions to Imagined Secret Revelation).  
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The first proposed model included three exogenous variables, namely the valence, 

seriousness, and identity-relevance of secrets. The likelihood of revelation and relationship 

satisfaction served as two endogenous variables. The attributes and functions of imagined 

secret revelations (i.e., frequency, positivity, specificity, self-dominance, self-

understanding, rehearsal, catharsis, conflict linkage, compensation, and relationship 

maintenance) served as mediators (see Figure 1). Based on previous research as well as the 

statistically significant correlations among characteristics of secrets (Caughlin et al., 2009; 

Vangelisti & Caughlin, 1997), the exogenous variables were allowed to covary. Similarly, 

the attributes and functions of imagined secret revelation as well as the two outcome 

variables were also allowed to covary (e.g., Bodie et al., 2013; Richards & Sillars, 2014). 

Like Model I, which focused on the Attributes and Functions of Imagined Secret 

Revelation, the second hypothesized model included three exogenous variables as well as 

two endogenous variables. The only difference between these two models was the factors 

that served as mediators. In Model II, the role of target’s anticipated reactions was 

explored. The factors assessing characteristics of secrets were allowed to covary as well as 

the targets’ anticipated reactions and the two outcome variables (see Figure 5). Because 

the preliminary analyses showed nonsignificant results regarding different types of family 

relationships and the set of key variables, different types of family relationships were not 

controlled in subsequent modeling.  

Main Effects of Model I – Attributes and Functions of Imagined Secret Revelation 

To assess the proposed model, path analyses were performed using Mplus 7.4. The 

maximum likelihood (ML) estimation was used in the model testing. ML is beneficial, 

because it can accommodate missing values as well as produce unbiased and consistent 

estimations, especially in a larger sample size (Bollen, 1989). The model modification 
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indices were requested through the LaGrange Multiplier (LM) test in case the model did 

not fit the current data well and needed to be re-specified. The critical value was set up as 

3.84, suggesting that adding a new parameter to the testing model would be significant at 

the p = .05 level for one degree of freedom (Byrne, 2013). The current analyses of Model 

I yielded sufficient fit with χ2(6) = 15.54, p = .02, χ2/df = 2.59; RMSEA = .057 (90% CI = 

.02, .09); CFI = .995; TLI = .912; SRMR = .011. Post hoc model modifications were 

performed in order to develop a better-fitting model. On the bases of the LM test, one direct 

path from the valence of the secret to the likelihood of revelation was suggested. Given 

that this path made theoretical sense, it was added to the hypothesized model. A chi-square 

difference test suggested the model with the additional path fit the data better: ∆χ2 = 9.65, 

∆df = 1, p = .002. The final model was deemed to have excellent fit to the current data in 

which χ2(5) = 5.89, p = .32, χ2/df = 1.78; RMSEA = .019 (90% CI = .00, .07); CFI = 1.000; 

TLI = .990; SRMR = .008.  

H1 posited that the characteristics of secrets are associated with a series of attributes 

and functions of imagined secret revelations. The characteristics examined by the 

hypothesis were: the valance of secrets (H1a), seriousness of secrets (H1b), and identity 

relevance (H1c). Findings of the path analyses showed that H1a as well as H1b were fully 

supported and that H1c was partially supported by the current data. Specifically, the 

perceived valence of the secret (negative valenced) negatively predicted the positivity of 

imagined secret revelation (B = -.39, β = -.43, p < .001). The perceived seriousness of the 

secret was positively associated with the frequency (B = .19, β = .16, p = .001) and 

specificity (B = .27, β = .28, p < .001) of imagined secret revelations. The model results 

also indicated that perceived identity relevance was significantly and positively associated 

with the frequency (B = .16, β = .15, p = .004) of imagined secret revelation but showed no 

statistically significant relationship with the specificity (B = -.02, β = -.03, p = .63) of the 
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imagined secret revelation. Based on these results, it seems that individuals are likely to 

have positive, frequent, and specific imagined disclosure with the target when the secrets 

are perceived as relatively positive, serious, and identity related. 

For the purposes of exploration, the second research question (RQ2) probed the 

associations between the characteristics of secret (i.e., valence, seriousness, and identity 

relevance) and self-dominance of the imagined disclosure. The paths did not reveal 

statistically significant findings with B = .01, β = .01, p = .79 for valence, B = .03, β = .03, 

p = .59 for seriousness, and B = -.01, β = -.01, p = .90 for identity relevance. Besides the 

hypothesized associations, the valence of the secret was also associated with the frequency 

(B = -.09, β = -.11, p = .02), rehearsal (B = -.11, β = -.15, p = .004), catharsis (B = -.18, β = 

-.27, p < .001), conflict linkage (B = .10, β = .15, p = .003), and relationship maintenance 

(B = -.17, β = -.19, p < .001) of imagined secret revelations. The seriousness of the secret 

contributed to the positivity (B = -.24, β = -.18, p < .001) and conflict linkage (B = -.10, β 

= -.11, p = .04) of imagined disclosures. The identity relevance of the secret was linked to 

self-understanding (B = .15, β = .15, p = .01), rehearsal (B = .12, β = .12, p = .04), and 

conflict linkage (B = .09, β = .11, p = .04) of imagined secret revelations.  

H2 proposed that certain attributes and functions of imagined secret revelation were 

either positively (H2a: frequency, specificity, and rehearsal of imagined secret revelation) 

or negatively (H2b: catharsis and compensation of imagined secret revelation) related to 

the likelihood of future revelation. The findings revealed that the frequency (B = .33, β = 

.23, p < .001) and rehearsal (B = .38, β = .24, p < .001) of imagined secret revelation was 

positively associated with the likelihood of future disclosure, but not specificity (B = .004, 

β = .002, p = .95). The results also indicated that compensation (B = -.18, β = -.10, p = .01) 

negatively predicted the likelihood of future revelation, but not catharsis (B = .02, β = .01, 

p = .76). As such, both H2a and H2b were partially supported by the current data.  
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Given the lack of systematic research on the associations between imagined secret 

revelation and the likelihood of revelation, a number of factors were explored in answering 

the third set of research questions (RQ3a-3b). More specifically, RQ3a asked about the 

relationships between the self-dominance, self-understanding, and conflict linkage of 

imagined secret disclosures and the likelihood of future revelation. The results of the model 

suggested that none of these factors significantly contributed to the likelihood of future 

revelation (self-dominance: B = -.10, β = -.06, p = .18; self-understanding: B = .08, β = .05, 

p = .33; conflict linkage: B = .12, β = .06, p = .13). The analyses also addressed the 

associations between positivity and relationship maintenance and the likelihood of 

disclosure (RQ3b). Only positivity (B = .33, β = .26, p < .001) showed a statistically 

significant and positive relationship with the likelihood of future revelation. Based on the 

above results, it appears that individuals perceive they will disclose their secret to a target 

in the near future when they have frequent, specific, and positive imagined disclosures as 

well as when they use these imagined disclosures for rehearsal, catharsis, and 

compensation purposes. The modification indices also suggested a significant direct path 

from the valence of the secret to the likelihood of revelation B = -.14, β = -.12, p = .01, 

indicating that the more negative the secret is, the less likely individuals are to reveal it to 

the target.  

The third hypothesis predicted that the positivity, frequency, specificity, rehearsal, 

relationship maintenance, and conflict linkage of imagined secret revelations were 

positively associated with relationship satisfaction (H3a). Likewise, the hypothesis 

suggested that the catharsis, compensation, and self-dominance functions of imagined 

secret disclosures were negatively associated with individuals’ relationship satisfaction 

with the secret target (H3b). As the results of the current model suggested, individuals 

tended to have a satisfying relationship with the target when they used their imagined 
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disclosure for the function of relationship maintenance (B = .30, β = .33, p < .001). 

Additionally, there was a negative association between the conflict linkage of imagined 

disclosures and relationship satisfaction with the target (B = -.51, β = -.40, p < .001), which 

indicated that the more that imagined disclosure was used to think about conflict, the less 

satisfied individuals felt about their relationship with the family member. The results, 

however, did not suggest that there were statistically significant associations, as H3b 

proposed, between satisfaction and several other functions of imagined disclosures 

(catharsis: B = -.03, β = -.02, p = .72; compensation: B = -.05, β = -.04, p = .47; self-

dominance: B = -.01, β = -.01, p = .83). To this end, H3a was partially supported whereas 

H3b was not supported.  

Because there was not enough evidence to posit a hypothesis, a research question 

(RQ4) was put forth to explore the association between the use of imagined disclosure for 

self-understanding and relationship satisfaction with the target. The findings showed that 

there was not a statistically significant relationship between these two variables B = .10, β 

= .09, p = .10. See Figure 2 for the final version of Model I and Table 6 for the direct effects 

of the final version of Model I.  

Indirect Effects of Model I  

Several indirect effects were identified based on the model analyses, which 

suggested that some mediation occurred (see Table 7). The frequency of imagined 

disclosures mediated the associations between the characteristics of secrets (i.e., valance, 

seriousness, and identity relevance) and the likelihood of revelation. The conflict linkage 

of imagined disclosures mediated the associations of the characteristics of secrets with the 

relationship satisfaction. In addition, the effects of the valence and seriousness of the secret 

on the likelihood of future revelation were channeled through the positivity of imagined 
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disclosures. Rehearsal mediated the association between the valence of secret and the 

likelihood of revelation. Finally, the model also indicated that the effect of the valence of 

the secret on relationship satisfaction was mediated through the relationship maintenance 

of imagined disclosures.  

Post Hoc Analyses of Model I 

Previous work on structural equation modeling suggests that alternative 

explanations are not necessarily negated even if a hypothesized model fits the sample data 

well and the relationships between the study variables are in the expected directions 

(Venetis, Magsamen-Conrad, Checton, & Greene, 2013). Given this, several alternative 

models were examined to explore the optimal responses to the proposed research questions 

and hypotheses. The model modification suggested that there was a direct path from the 

valence of the secret to the likelihood of revelation. Considering the statistically significant 

correlations among the three characteristics of secrets (rvalence-seriousness = .11, p = .011; 

rvalence-identification = -.15, p = .001; and rseriousness-identification = .49, p < .001), the likelihood of 

revelation also was regressed both on the seriousness and identity relevance of the secret. 

Figure 3 depicts the first alternative model to Model I.  

The alternative model was compared to Model I based on the fit indices in order to 

identify the better-fitting model as well as the model that better explains the proposed 

hypotheses and research questions. The results revealed that the current alternative model 

is just-identified with zero degrees of freedom. As Ullman and Bentler (2012) noted, when 

the number of data points and parameters to be estimated are the same, the model is said 

to be just-identified with the sample covariance matrix, chi-square, and degrees of freedom 

equal to zero. They also suggested that such model analyses are “uninteresting because 

hypotheses about adequacy of the model cannot be tested. However, hypotheses about the 
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specific paths in the model can be tested” (p. 665). Based on these suggestions, the two 

direct paths both from seriousness and identity relevance to the likelihood of revelation 

were examined. Neither of the paths were significantly associated with the likelihood of 

revelation (B = .08, β = .05, p = .28 for seriousness, and B = -.03, β = -.02, p = .61 for 

identification). In addition, the results of AIC and BIC were compared to the hypothesized 

model in order to examine which one should be retained based on parsimony as well as 

meaningfulness. The findings revealed that both the AIC and BIC of this alternative model 

were larger than the original model (AICoriginal = 24740.43, BICoriginal = 25287.28 as 

compared to AICalternative = 24744.54, BICalternative = 25312.43). For this reason, the original 

model was retained. 

Prior literature on secrecy and self-disclosure has suggested that women are more 

likely than men to disclose secret and personal information (Derlega & Chaikin, 1976) to 

those they trust. Although trusted individuals are not equivalent to the “targets” examined 

in the current study, the two constructs likely overlap. In line with this reasoning, gender 

was controlled when regressing likelihood of revelation on the set of study variables. 

Different types of family relationships (i.e., primary kin, second blood kin, and secondary 

affinal) also were examined for confounding effects, but the previous multivariate ANOVA 

tests did not indicate significant effects on the study variables. Because of this, only 

participants’ gender was controlled in the current alternative model (see Figure 4 for the 

alternative model). Similarly, model indices were compared with the hypothesized model, 

suggesting that the alternative model fit indices, χ2 (19) = 166.08, p < .001, χ2/df = 8.74, 

RMSEA = 0.13 (90% CI = 0.11 – 0.14), CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.55, SRMR = 0.06, are worse 

than those of the original model. The results, therefore, indicated that the original model is 

a better-fitting model for the current sample. 
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Main Effects in Model II – Targets’ Anticipated Reactions  

Following the same procedure used to test Model I, the hypothesized Model II was 

analyzed. The results indicated that the hypothesized model did not fit the data very well: 

χ2 (6) = 33.81, p < .001, χ2/df = 5.64, RMSEA = 0.10 (90% CI = 0.07 – 0.13), CFI = 0.99, 

TLI = 0.82, SRMR = 0.02. According to the results of the LM test, two direct paths from 

the valence and seriousness of the secret to the likelihood of revelation were suggested. 

Based on parsimony and meaningfulness criteria (Byrne, 2013), these two paths were 

added to the model assessment separately. First, chi-square difference test was conducted 

after adding the direct path from the valence of the secret to the likelihood of revelation, 

∆χ2 = 14.33, ∆df = 1, p < .001. The findings indicated that there was a statistical difference 

between adding or not adding the path. Based on this, the direct path from the valence of 

secret to the likelihood of revelation was added to the final model. After adding that path, 

the model fit was improved but still insufficient: χ2(5) = 19.48, p = .002, χ2/df = 3.90; 

RMSEA = .076 (90% CI = .04, .11); CFI = .994; TLI = .886; SRMR = .016. The second 

suggested path from the seriousness of the secret to the likelihood of revelation then was 

added for model testing. Following the same procedure, the results of the chi-square 

difference test indicated that the change was significant (∆χ2 = 18.30, ∆df = 1, p < .001). 

After adding the path, the final model had an excellent fit to the current data in which χ2(4) 

= 1.18, p = .88, χ2/df = .30; RMSEA < .001 (90% CI = .00, .03); CFI = 1.000; TLI = 1.028; 

SRMR = .004 (see Figure 2b for the final model of Model II).  

Unstandardized, standardized, and significance levels for all the hypothesized paths 

of Model II can be found in Table 8. H4 stated that the characteristics of the secret (i.e., 

valence, seriousness, and identity relevance) would be associated with the targets’ 

anticipated reactions. In the model, valence was significantly associated with negative 

emotional reactions (B = .26, β = .33, p < .001), understanding/problem solving (B = -.11, 
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β = -.13, p = .01), positive emotional reactions (B = -.39, β = -.40, p < .001), shock/surprised 

(B = .13, β = .16, p = .001), time-influenced responses (B = .16, β = .18, p < .001), and 

aggressive reactions (B = .13, β = .14, p = .001) as well as questioning (B = .20, β = .34, p 

< .001). But the associations between valence and neutral response (B = -.05, β = -.07, p = 

.12) and unsure/uncertain responses anticipated from the target (B = -.02, β = -.02, p = .63) 

were not significant. In all, the valence of secret was congruence with the valence of 

targets’ anticipated reactions, as the model suggested. When the secret was perceived as 

positive, individuals tended to expect positive reactions from their targets. When the secret 

was perceived as negative, individuals tended to anticipate relatively negative reactions 

from their targets. 

In terms of the seriousness of a secret, the findings revealed that positive emotional 

reactions (B = -.28, β = -.19, p < .001), neutral responses (B = -.41, β = -.38, p < .001), 

unsure/uncertain (B = -.19, β = -.17, p = .002), and aggressive reactions (B = -.42, β = -.31, 

p < .001) were negatively linked with the seriousness of a secret, but that shock/surprised 

responses (B = .14, β = .12, p = .03) were positively associated with the perceived 

seriousness of a secret. The model did not suggest statistically significant associations 

between the seriousness of a secret and negative emotional reactions (B = -.08, β = -.06 p 

= .22), understanding/problem solving (B = -.08, β = -.06, p = .24), time-influenced 

responses (B = -.13, β = -.10, p = .06), or questioning (B = .06, β = .04, p = .41). In brief, 

the results indicate that participants felt it would be difficult for targets to maintain their 

composure when the secret was perceived as serious.  

In the hypothesized model, the perceived identity relevance of a secret was 

significantly associated with negative emotional reactions (B = .15, β = .14, p = .01), 

positive emotional reactions (B = .11, β = .08, p = .05), shock/surprised responses (B = .15, 

β = .14, p = .02), and aggressive reactions (B = .23, β = .19, p < .001) as well as questioning 
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(B = .15, β = .12, p = .03). Although identity relevance was positively linked with both 

negative and positive emotional reactions, the coefficient of the path from identity 

relevance to positive emotional reactions approached significance with p = .052. Yet the 

identity relevance of a secret was not significantly associated with understanding/problem 

solving (B = -.11, β = -.07, p = .21), neutral responses (B = .04, β = .04, p = .36), time-

influenced responses (B = .04, β = .04, p = .51), or unsure/uncertain (B = .01, β = .01, p = 

.86). When a secret was perceived as highly relevant to individuals’ identity, individuals 

were likely to anticipate more interrogation and emotional reactions from their targets. In 

sum, H4 was partially supported.  

H5 stated that participants’ reports of a target’s anticipated reactions in their 

imagined disclosure would be associated with the likelihood of revelation. In the model, 

positive emotional reactions (B = .32, β = .27, p < .001) and aggressive reactions (B = .22, 

β = .17, p = .01) were statistically significantly associated with the likelihood of disclosure. 

As suggested by the model modification indices, there were two additional significant paths 

between valence (B = -.22, β = -.19, p < .001) as well as seriousness (B = .31, β = .18, p < 

.001) and the likelihood of revelation, respectively. Other types of target reactions were 

not significantly linked to the likelihood of revelation with B = -.11, β = -.08, p = .32 for 

negative emotional reactions, B = .09, β = .07, p = .31 for understanding/problem solving, 

B = .14, β = .09, p = .15 for neutral responses, B = .02, β = .02, p = .75 for shock/surprise, 

B = .08, β = .06, p = .24 for time-influenced responses, B = -.06, β = -.04, p = .36 for 

unsure/uncertain responses, and B = -.05, β = -.04, p = .45 for questioning. As the model 

results suggest, individuals were likely to reveal their secrets to the target when they 

anticipated that the target’s reactions would be positive. Surprisingly, the results also 

indicated a positive association between the target’s aggressive reactions and the likelihood 

that individuals would reveal their secret. This might be due to the urgent nature of the 
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secret information that individuals imagined disclosing despite the possibility that an 

aggression might incur. In all, H5 was partially supported.  

H6 posited that the target’s anticipated reactions would be associated with 

individuals’ relationship satisfaction with the target. In accordance with the hypothesized 

model, the results indicated that understanding/problem solving (B = .42, β = .43, p < .001) 

as well as time-influenced responses (B = .12, β = .13, p = .01) were positively associated 

with participants’ relationship satisfaction with the target, while aggressive reactions (B = 

-.11, β = -.13, p = .03) were negatively linked to relationship satisfaction with the target. 

The other anticipated reactions from the target were not found to be significantly associated 

with relationship satisfaction (negative emotional reactions: B = -.12, β = -.12, p = .09; 

positive emotional reactions: B = .02, β = .03, p = .65; neutral responses: B = -.03, β = -.03, 

p = .62; shock/surprise: B = .03, β = .03, p = .58; unsure/uncertain: B = -.09, β = -.09, p = 

.057; questioning: B = -.02, β = -.02, p = .70). Notably, a marginal significant association 

between the target’s anticipated unsure/uncertain responses and individuals’ relationship 

satisfaction with the target was evident. Based on these results, it appears that when a target 

is expected to react constructively, individuals are likely to be relatively satisfied with their 

relationship with the target. In the end, H6 was partially supported by the current data.  

Indirect Effects of Model II 

In line with the indirect effects posited in the hypothesized model, positive 

emotional reactions mediated the associations between both the valence and seriousness of 

a secret and the likelihood of revelation. The results also suggested that the associations 

between the three factors assessing the characteristics of a secret and the likelihood of 

disclosure were mediated by anticipated aggressive reactions from a target. In addition, 

both understanding/problem solving and time-influenced responses served as mediators 
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between the perceived valence of a secret and individuals’ relationship satisfaction with 

the target. Finally, aggressive reactions were also found to mediate the link between the 

perceived seriousness of a secret and relationship satisfaction. Table 9 describes the 

summary of the tests of the indirect effects, including 95% confidence intervals.  

Post Hoc Analyses of Model II 

Similar to Model I, two alternative models were tested. As discussed earlier, 

valence, seriousness, and identification were significantly correlated with each other. Two 

direct paths, from valence to the likelihood of revelation as well as from seriousness to the 

likelihood of revelation, were added based on the modification indices to re-specify the 

model. In addition to these, another path from identification to the likelihood of revelation 

was added in the first alternative model to examine which model fits the current data better. 

See Figure 7 for the first alternative model. This alternative model was compared with the 

final model based on fit indices. By performing the path analyses, this alternative model 

produced as good fit as the final model with χ2 (3) = 0.81, p = .85, χ2/df = .27, RMSEA = 

.00 (90% CI = 0.00 – 0.04), CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.03, SRMR = 0.003. Further inspection of 

the direct path from identification to the likelihood of revelation indicated that the 

association was nonsignificant with B = .04, β = .03, p = .60. A chi-square difference test 

was also conducted to determine whether this path should be retained. The results showed 

that the change in chi-square was not significant (∆χ2 = .37, ∆df = 1, p = .54). Based on 

the meaningfulness of the model as well as parsimony (Byrne, 2013), the previous model 

was deemed optimal.  

Given that participants’ gender is often associated with individuals’ disclosure 

behaviors, it was controlled for the model testing. See Figure 8 for the second alternative 

model of targets’ reactions. The analyses revealed that these fit indices were worse than 
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those of the original model, χ2 (17) = 391.46, p < .001, χ2/df = 23.03, RMSEA = .21 (90% 

CI = .19 – .23), CFI = .86, TLI = .15, SRMR = .09. The results thus suggested that the 

original model is a better fitting model for the current data compared to the alternative one.  

SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGS 
This section summarizes the main findings of the investigation of Phase One and 

Phase Two, including a list of targets’ anticipated reactions as well as a summary of the 

results based on the model analyses.  

The Targets’ Anticipated Reactions 

RQ1: What reactions do individuals anticipate from the target in their imagined secret 

 revelations? 

• 13 categories: hard emotional reactions, soft emotional reactions, 

lecturing/questioning, adverse communication reactions, aggressive reactions, 

positive emotional reactions, neutral responses, problem solving responses, 

(not)shocked/surprised responses, supportive/understanding/agreement, time-

influenced responses, unsure/uncertain responses, and uncodable 

RQ5: Are there underlying factors that account for the various reactions individuals 

 anticipate from the target in their imagined secret revelations?  

• 9 categories: negative emotional reactions, understanding/problem solving, 

positive emotional reactions, neutral responses, shock/surprised responses, time-

influenced responses, unsure/uncertain responses, aggressive reactions, and 

questioning 
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Main Effects of Valence of Secrets 

• The valence of secrets (negative-valenced) was negatively associated with the 

positivity, frequency, rehearsal, catharsis, and relationship maintenance of 

imagined secret revelations. 

• The valence of secrets (negative-valenced) was positively associated with the 

conflict linkage of imagined secret revelations. 

• The valence of secrets (negative-valenced) was negatively associated with the 

likelihood of revelation (in Model I & II). 

• The valence of secrets (negative-valenced) was positively associated with negative 

emotional reactions, shock/surprised responses, time-influenced responses, 

aggressive reactions as well as questioning reactions. 

• The valence of secrets (negative-valenced) was negatively associated with 

understanding/problem solving responses and positive emotional reactions. 

Main Effects of Seriousness of Secrets  

• The seriousness of secrets was positively associated with the frequency as well as 

specificity of imagined secret revelations.  

• The seriousness of secrets was negatively associated with the positivity and conflict 

linkage of imagined secret revelations.  

• Positive emotional reactions, neutral responses, unsure/uncertain, and aggressive 

reactions were negatively linked with the seriousness of secrets. 

• Shock/surprised responses were positively associated with the perceived 

seriousness of secrets. 
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• The seriousness of secrets was positively associated with the likelihood of 

revelation (in Model II).  

Main Effects of Identity Relevance of Secrets  

• The perceived identity relevance of secrets was positively associated with the 

frequency of imagined secret revelation as well as the use of imagined disclosure 

for self-understanding, rehearsal, and conflict linkage.  

• The identity relevance of secrets was positively associated with negative emotional 

reactions, positive emotional reactions, shock/surprised responses, and aggressive 

reactions as well as questioning reactions.  

• The identity relevance of secrets was positively linked with both negative and 

positive emotional reactions. 

Relationship between Imagined Disclosure and Likelihood of Revelation 

• Positivity, frequency, and rehearsal of imagined secret revelation were positively 

associated with the likelihood of future disclosure. 

• Compensation of imagined secret disclosure negatively predicted the likelihood of 

future revelation. 

Relationship between the Target’s Anticipated Reactions and Likelihood of 
Revelation 
 

• Positive emotional reactions and aggressive reactions were positively associated 

with the likelihood of disclosure. 
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Association between Imagined Disclosure and Relationship Satisfaction 

• There was a positive association between the relationship maintenance function of 

imagined secret revelation and relationship satisfaction with the target. 

• There was a negative relationship between the conflict linkage function of imagined 

secret revelation and relationship satisfaction with the target.  

Association between the Target’s Anticipated Reactions and Relationship Satisfaction 
 

• Understanding/problem solving as well as time-influenced responses were 

positively associated with relationship satisfaction. 

• Aggressive reactions were negatively linked to participants’ relationship 

satisfaction with the target. 

Mediating Role of Imagined Disclosure 

• The frequency as well as conflict linkage of imagined disclosure mediated the 

associations between characteristics of secrets (i.e., valance, seriousness, and 

identity relevance) and the likelihood of revelation. 

• Positivity mediated the relationship between both the valence and seriousness of 

the secret and the likelihood of future disclosure.  

• Rehearsal mediated the associations between the perceived valence of secrets and 

the likelihood of revelation.  

• The effect of the valence of secrets on relationship satisfaction was mediated by 

relationship maintenance.  
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Mediating Role of the Target’s Anticipated Reactions 

• Positive emotional reactions mediated the associations between both the valence 

and seriousness of secrets and the likelihood of revelation.  

• The associations between the three characteristics of secrets and the likelihood of 

disclosure were mediated by aggressive reactions from the target.  

• Both understanding/problem solving and time-influenced responses served as 

mediators between the perceived valence of secrets and individuals’ relationship 

satisfaction with the target.  

• Aggressive reactions were also found to mediate the link between the perceived 

seriousness of the secret and relationship satisfaction. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Previous research has illuminated that the way people process secret family 

information intrapersonally is critical to their process of deciding whether to tell a secret 

(Afifi & Steuber, 2009; Caughlin et al., 2005; Vangelisti, 1994). The broad spectrum of 

potential consequences that accompany disclosures, including the revelation’s potential 

effects on secret revealers and their relationships with other family members, complicates 

this process of decision-making (Vangelisti et al., 2001). Because intrapersonal 

communication can have substantial influences on individuals’ decisions about revelation 

as well as their perceptions of family relationships, researchers and theorists need to inquire 

further into the nature of intrapersonal secret management. 

Guided by the theoretical framework of imagined interaction, the current study was 

conducted with two goals in mind. The first was to explore intrapersonal secret 

management for the purpose of testing associations relative to people’s tendency to reveal 

a family secret. Second, this study also examined various reactions that individuals 

anticipated from their family members. To achieve these aims, two phases of investigation 

were undertaken. The first phase focused on the various forms of targets’ anticipated 

reactions while the second investigated associations between intrapersonal activity and the 

individual’s likelihood of revealing a secret. Based on this two-phase design, the 

underlying factors of targets’ anticipated reactions were examined, and their associations 

with the relational outcomes of imagined disclosure were likewise explored. 

The current investigation uncovered nine underlying factors that characterized 

reactions anticipated from the target. Importantly, the findings confirmed the associations 

between the features of imagined disclosure and the likelihood of future revelation: that is, 

positive and frequent imagined disclosure was linked to individuals’ future revelation. In 

addition, the findings indicated that the reactions individuals reported anticipating from the 
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target were related to their family relationship quality, in that the problem-

solving/understanding responses anticipated from the target were associated with more 

satisfied family relationships. 

This chapter first summarizes and interprets the results in three areas: (a) different 

types of targets’ anticipated reactions; (b) the model of attributes and functions of imagined 

secret revelations; and (c) the model of targets’ anticipated reactions to imagined secret 

revelations. In delineating these models, modifications made to the hypothesized models 

are discussed. Following the summary and interpretation of results, several theoretical 

considerations and practical implications are identified and discussed. Finally, the 

limitations of the current study are described, followed by directions for future research. 

TYPES OF TARGETS’ ANTICIPATED REACTIONS 

The first research question (RQ1) concerned the types of reactions that individuals 

reported anticipating from the target in their imagined secret revelations. The findings that 

emerged from Phase One of the current study provide evidence as to the nature of the 

reactions that participants anticipated from targets. Many of the reactions people described 

fit with the results of previous work on conditions under which people reveal their personal 

secrets to confidants (Caughlin et al., 2005). For instance, Caughlin and colleagues indicate 

that confidants demonstrate negative emotional reactions, calm responses, 

understanding/agreement, unsurprised responses, and time-influenced reactions. As 

implied by that work, a majority of participants perceived responses were consistent with 

the reactions that individuals anticipated from their target. In addition, it is worth noting 

that the current investigation revealed several categories that had not been identified in 

previous taxonomies of confidants’ reactions, such as positive emotional reactions (n = 28, 

4.5%) and unsure/uncertain responses (n = 10, 1.6%). Positive emotional reactions were 
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not evident in Caughlin et al.’s study because there were too few positive emotional 

responses to form a category. One possible reason that positive emotional reactions 

surfaced in the current study is that individuals had more freedom in their imaginations to 

come up with positive responses compared with what actually occurs in reality. In other 

words, participants may have engaged in a form of “wishful thinking.” The theoretical 

framework of imagined interaction suggests that individuals can imagine having 

conversations with others that they may or may not encounter in real life (Honeycutt, 2009; 

Honeycutt et al., 2015) such that they can play their revelatory dialogues in their own minds 

and expect positive emotional reactions from their target family member that they may or 

may not receive from him/her in reality. 

It is also worth noting that the category of unsure/uncertain responses emerged in 

the current investigation. This finding may imply that unsure/uncertain responses to 

managing secret information may be somewhat unique. Indeed, prior research has indicated 

that imagined interactions allow individuals use internal dialogues to mentally test out 

various possibilities of an event in advance of the act that may or may not happen in real-

life situations (Honeycutt et al., 2015). Consistent with this finding, the current study 

demonstrated that imagining and testing out various acts may not lead to more certainty 

and that, instead, it resulted in unsure or uncertain responses anticipated from the family 

member.  

Based on the correlations among key variables (see Table 2), it is interesting to note 

that the anticipated aggressive reactions were positively associated with the positivity of 

individuals’ imagined disclosure (r = .25, p < .001) and targets’ anticipated neutral 

responses (r = .32, p < .001). These positive correlations regarding anticipated aggressive 

reactions seem counterintuitive. It is possible that individuals who anticipate aggressive 

reactions from their targets tend to perceive the targets’ reactions as unpredictable. 
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Participants may be unsure of whether a potentially aggressive target will respond to the 

disclosure in aggressive, positive, or neutral ways. As such, these perplexing relationships 

need to be further examined in future research. 

MODEL I – ATTRIBUTES AND FUNCTIONS OF IMAGINED SECRET REVELATION 

Ultimately, this study examined the associations of attributes and functions of 

imagined secret revelation with: (a) the characteristics of secrets, (b) the likelihood of 

revelation, and (c) relationship satisfaction with the target. The data provided general 

support for the proposed model. The following sections discuss the significance of these 

findings as well as alternative models of attributes and functions of imagined secret 

revelation. 

Characteristics of Secrets and Attributes and Functions of Imagined Secret 
Revelation 

The first set of hypotheses (H1a, H1b, H1c) and the second research question (RQ2) 

focused on discovering the associations between the characteristics of the secret and 

imagined secret revelations. The results confirmed that there were a number of 

relationships between these variables. More specifically, the frequency of imagined 

disclosure was negatively associated with the perceived valence of the secret and positively 

linked to the seriousness and identity relevance of the secret. In other words, when people 

perceive their secret as negative, serious, and identity-related, they tend not to imagine 

disclosing the secret to family members frequently. This might be because participants had 

already decided not to reveal the secret in the future due to concerns about the negative 

consequences of disclosure (T. Afifi & Steuber, 2009; Caughlin et al., 2005; Caughlin et 

al., 2009). Although individuals’ perceptions of consequences were not examined, the 

current study supports this explanation by showing the negative association between the 
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perceived negative-valenced information and the likelihood of disclosure. That is, when 

people perceive the information as negative, they tend not to disclose the secret to their 

family member. In brief, certain features of secret information may thwart people’s 

inclination to reveal a secret. In reaching a decision of non-disclosure, people may not need 

to spend time and frequent effort playing the revelatory dialogue in their minds. 

In addition to the frequency of imagined disclosure, conflict-linkage was also found 

to be associated with the characteristics of the secret. Among the three features of secrets, 

conflict-linkage was positively associated with the perceived valence and identity-

relevance of the secret, but negatively correlated with the seriousness of the secret. These 

findings align with prior research on people’s perceptions of secret information. For 

instance, people who are keeping negative secrets from a family member are likely to have 

conflicts with him or her when the information is revealed (Afifi & Steuber, 2009; Caughlin 

et al., 2005; Vangelisti et al., 2001). Considering the functions of imagined interaction, 

conflict-linkage may be an effective way to manage conflict by reliving and replaying 

conflict episodes in the individual’s mind (Honeycutt & Bryan, 2011; Wallfenselz & 

Hample, 2010). Because of the negative nature of the secret information, people may 

imagine the conflict episode as a way to manage conflict with family members. 

Accordingly, the current study suggests that the greater the negativity of the secret 

perceived by individuals, the more likely those individuals are to play out conflict episodes 

in their imagined disclosures. 

Given that negativity sometimes overlaps with seriousness, some may speculate 

about the reasons why seriousness of the secret would not also bring about an increase in 

conflict episodes in imagined disclosure. A possible explanation is that seriousness was 

operationalized by individuals’ view of the severity and significance of the secret 

information in the current study. Inasmuch as the secret information is important, 
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individuals may focus on solving the problem that is caused by the secret instead of 

lingering on the conflict episodes. If this is the case, the perceived seriousness of the secret 

should be inversely correlated with the conflict-linkage of imagined disclosure. Prior 

research on the conflict-linkage of imagined interaction also fits this explanation. Although 

imagined interactions can be used to manage conflict, imaging conflict or recalling a past 

conflict often results in negative emotions (Bodie et al., 2013; Honeycutt, 2004). These 

feelings may hold back the process of problem-solving. 

Similar to the positive association between the perceived negativity of the secret 

and the conflict-linkage of imagined disclosure, people’s perceptions of the identity 

relevance of the secret were positively related to conflict-linkage. One possible explanation 

for this result is that people usually keep secrets because they are concerned about 

disapproval from others and would feel vulnerable if the secret were disclosed, especially 

when the secret information is highly self-related (Vangelisti, 1994; Vangelisti et al., 

2001). Indeed, when there are dissenting voices regarding self-relevant information, it may 

be natural for people to engage in defensive arguments. Because serial arguing can be 

played out in imagined conflict episodes (Bodie et al., 2013), people who view the secret 

information as self-relevant may have a greater tendency to imagine conflicts when they 

imagine disclosing their secret to family members. 

Attributes and Functions of Imagined Secret Revelation and Likelihood of Revelation 

A variety of characteristics of imagined disclosures were associated with the 

likelihood of revelation. The frequency, positivity, and rehearsal of imagined revelations 

positively predicted the likelihood of revelation (H2a), whereas the compensation of 

imagined disclosure was negatively related to the likelihood of revelation (H2b). In other 

words, these findings suggest that those who had frequent, positive, and rehearsed 
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imagined disclosure with the target were likely to divulge their secret to him/her in the near 

future. Conversely, those who used the imagined secret revelation merely as a substitution 

for real conversation with the target tended not to reveal the secret to him/her. These results 

are consistent with previous research studies highlighting the link between people’s mental 

process of managing secret information and their decisions about disclosure (T. Afifi & 

Steuber, 2009; Kelly & McKillop, 1996; Omarzu, 2000). As demonstrated by the Risk 

Revelation Model (RRM), people become mindful when choosing to reveal or conceal 

their personal secret as they weigh the costs and rewards before disclosing the information 

(Afifi & Steuber). This claim suggests that those who engage in positive imagined 

disclosure are likely to disclose their secret because they may anticipate that they will be 

rewarded for doing so (see also Vangelisti et al., 2001). Although the current project did 

not measure people’s anticipated rewards directly, it is possible that the perceived positivity 

of the secret leads individuals to expect rewards upon disclosure. Considering the 

consistent relationship between the valence of the secret information and the valence of 

imagined disclosure, the positive nature of the secret information indicates a positive 

imagined disclosure episode, such that individuals are more likely to reveal their secret 

after experiencing such a positive imagined disclosure. 

Rehearsal refers to using imagined interactions to plan what to say in an upcoming 

conversation (Bodie et al., 2013). The current findings suggest that people who frequently 

plan revelatory conversations in their minds are likely to disclose their secret to the target 

in the near future. Considering the upcoming nature of a conversation, people may plan 

and prepare for what will occur before interacting with others in order to enhance their 

confidence. Supporting this premise, Allen and Honeycutt (1997) found that individuals 

who engage in rehearsal of important conversations tend to perform effectively during 

actual encounters. In the current investigation, increased confidence and the expectation of 
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effective performance may have made people more likely to disclose their secret to the 

target. This result is consistent with Richards and Sillars’ (2014) study of imagined 

interactions as predictors of secret revelation, which found a similar association between 

the frequency of rehearsal and the likelihood of revelation.  

Unlike frequency, rehearsal, and the positivity of the imagined disclosure, 

compensation was found to negatively predict the likelihood of revelation. Because 

compensation allows people to think through their revelatory scripts and substitute 

imagined disclosures for real interactions with targets (Honeycutt, 2010; Honeycutt et al., 

2015), this practice may reduce individuals’ tendency to actually disclose their secret to 

families. In other words, when people imagine revealing a secret to family members as a 

substitution for actual conversations with them, their inclination to reveal the secret to their 

families may be decreased. 

It is also important to note that the specificity of the imagined disclosure was not 

found to be associated with the likelihood of revelation. This finding may suggest that 

people’s tendency toward disclosure does not depend on how specific the revelatory scripts 

are, but rather on how frequently the revelatory scenes come up in their minds. This is 

consistent with prior research on disclosure, which indicates that people desire to purge 

themselves of the secrets that plague them (Harber & Pennebaker, 1992; Jourard, 1971; 

Pennebaker, 1990; Stiles, 1987). Indeed, frequently thinking through the disclosure may 

indicate that the individual feels troubled by the secret information. As such, the frequency 

of imagined disclosure is positively related to people’s inclination to disclose. 

The null finding on the link between specificity and the likelihood of revelation is 

critical, because it raises theoretically interesting questions about how mindful thinking 

contributes to secret information management. According to prominent psychological 

definitions, mindfulness refers to the practice of bringing one’s complete attention to the 



 73 

present experience on a moment-to-moment basis, which requires or generates novelty 

(Bishop et al., 2004; Langer, 1989). Honeycutt (2003) argues that imagined interactions 

are mindful activities, in which individuals are fully aware of their mental imagery and 

plan their message carefully. In this manner, specific imagined interactions allow 

individuals to engage in mindful thinking by planning their conversational contingencies 

with targets. The null relationship between the specificity of imagined disclosure and the 

likelihood of revelation suggests that specificity may be linked to decision-making about 

whether to tell a secret in two contradictory ways. In one case, this pattern may indicate 

that people who engage in specific imagined disclosures tend to be unbothered by decisions 

about whether to tell or withhold the information. When people feel at ease dealing with 

their secrets, they feel less need to relieve the burden of managing secret information. 

Indeed, studies on mindfulness have found that an increase in mindfulness can result in 

greater competence, positive affect, creativity, charisma, and reduced burnout (see Langer, 

1989, 1997, 2009). In another case, it may be that highly specific imagined disclosures 

indicate higher distress and concern. Individuals who are extremely concerned about their 

secret, like those who engage in frequent imagined disclosures, may feel a greater need to 

reveal their secret. Future research is needed to consider how the various ways in which 

imagined disclosure, a mindful activity, can contribute to people’s health and well-being; 

this research could have practical implications for helping individuals cope with traumas 

and daily stresses on a wide basis. 

Attributes and Functions of Imagined Secret Revelation and Relationship 
Satisfaction 

In addition to the likelihood of revelation, relationship quality is another important 

variable that this study assessed in relation to imagined disclosure. Attributes and functions 
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of imagined disclosure were hypothesized to be linked with family relationship satisfaction 

(H3a-H3b, RQ4). According to the results of a path analysis, relationship maintenance was 

positively associated with relationship satisfaction with family members. In other words, 

when individuals used their imagined disclosure to maintain their family relationship, they 

were inclined to have a satisfactory relationship with that family member. Evidence from 

previous studies of relationship maintenance through imagined interaction has shown that 

this function can help form expectations, support the development of the relationship, and 

keep the relationship alive, as well as reduce threats to the relationship’s stability 

(Honeycutt & Cantrill, 2001; Van Kelegom & Wright, 2013). Hence, people are likely to 

report a satisfied relationship with their family member when using imagined disclosure 

for relationship maintenance. Certainly, a causal inference between the relationship 

maintenance of imagined disclosure and the relationship satisfaction cannot be drawn, 

given the limited nature of this study’s cross-sectional design. Future research with 

longitudinal designs should be conducted to further explore the implications of this social 

cognitive process for relationship quality. 

In contrast to the findings on relationship maintenance, the conflict-linkage of 

imagined disclosure was inversely associated with relationship satisfaction with the target. 

This finding can be explained by the way conflict linkage was measured. More specifically, 

conflict linkage was operationalized by individuals’ tendency to think about an argument 

in their interpersonal relationships (Honeycutt, 2003, 2004). The findings of the current 

study suggested that the more frequently people thought of the conflict, the more 

dissatisfied they were with their relationship with the family member. Zagacki, Edwards, 

and Honeycutt (1992) also found that individuals who report imagined interactions that 

involve conflict have low satisfaction with their relationship.   
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Mediating Role of Attributes and Functions of Imagined Secret Revelation 

Although not predicted, results of the current study revealed that the attributes and 

functions of imagined disclosure mediated the associations between people’s perceptions 

of the secret and both the likelihood of revelation and their family relationship satisfaction 

with the target. Specifically, the effect of the valence of a secret on the likelihood of 

revelation was mediated through frequent and positive imagined disclosure, as well as the 

use of imagined disclosure for rehearsal. These mediated relationships are consistent with 

the findings from previous research. Because people are likely to reveal a secret when they 

perceive that doing so will lead to more rewards than costs, and they tend to purge 

themselves of the secrets that bother them frequently (Afifi & Steuber, 2009; Harber & 

Pennebaker, 1992; Stiles, 1987), people’s positive perceptions of the secrets may result in 

a positive form of the imagined disclosure, which may in turn bring about an actual 

disclosure. With frequent rehearsals of the revelatory dialogue in mind, people are likely 

to disclose their secret to the family member. 

In addition to the process of deciding to disclose secrets, relationship quality was 

also examined in the current study, given its important connection to issues of secrecy and 

self-disclosure (Caughlin et al., 2005; Kelly & McKillop, 1996; Vangelisti, 1994; 

Vangelisti et al., 2001). The results suggest that conflict linkage and relationship 

maintenance served mediating roles between people’s perceptions of the secret and their 

relationship satisfaction with the family member. Based on research on intimate 

relationships, it is clear that serial arguing and relational maintenance can have significant 

relational consequences. For example, arguments are positively associated with 

relationship turmoil (Roloff & Reznik, 2008), and positive perceptions of partners' 

maintenance behaviors can increase satisfaction with the relationship (Dainton, 2000; 

Stafford & Canary, 1991). The current finding concerning the mediating roles of conflict 
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linkage and relationship maintenance between people’s perceptions of their secret and their 

family relationship quality may build a bridge between intrapersonal and interpersonal 

communication by showing how intrapersonal activities impact interpersonal relationships 

in the context of secrecy and self-disclosure. 

Alternative Models for the Attributes and Functions of Imagined Secret Revelation  

As indicated by the post hoc analyses of Model I, two alternative models were 

tested to explore a better-fitting model. In the first alternative model, two direct paths were 

added from two of the characteristics of the secret (seriousness and identity relevance) to 

the likelihood of revelation, given that the perceived valence of secret showed an 

unexpected significant contribution to the likelihood of future disclosure. The results 

indicated neither a better fit nor significant paths with this alternative model. In contrast, 

as suggested by the current findings, people’s views of the importance and identity 

relevance of the secret were mediated through other features of imagined disclosure. 

Specifically, the frequency and positivity of imagined disclosure mediated the link between 

the seriousness of the secret and people’s inclination toward future disclosure. Also, the 

frequent imagined disclosure used for rehearsal resulted in a high chance of actual 

revelation. Based on prior research on secrecy and self-disclosure, the characteristics of the 

secret are critical to individuals’ decisions about revelation (Caughlin et al., 2005; Caughlin 

et al., 2009; Richards, 2009; Vangelisti et al., 2001). Hence, by highlighting the role of 

imagined disclosure, the present findings add to the body of existing literature on disclosure 

and extend the understanding of decision-making regarding disclosure in an important way. 

The second alternative model was tested by controlling for the effects of gender on 

the likelihood of revelation, given that previous research regarding the relationship 

between gender and disclosure have been inconclusive. Some research has shown that 
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gender plays an important role in differentiating disclosure behaviors (Jourard, 1961). 

Other studies have revealed that women disclosed slightly more than men, or at the same 

level as men (Dindia & Allen, 1992; Hill & Stull, 1987). In the current investigation, the 

model did not demonstrate a better fit when gender was controlled. When the specific 

association between gender and the likelihood of revelation was examined, the path 

reflected a marginally significant link (B = -.10, β = -.08, p = .059), which is in line with 

previous studies. Further, Hill and Stull (1987) summarized several possible moderating 

factors on the influence of gender on disclosure: (a) situational factors, such as topic of 

disclosure, gender of target, and the relationship to the target; (b) gender role attitudes; (c) 

gender role identity; (d) gender role norms, and (e) measure of self-disclosure. Based on 

these moderating factors, it is reasonable to speculate that imaginary disclosure is also a 

moderating factor on the association between gender and the likelihood of revelation. 

Jourard (1961) explained the effects of gender differences on disclosure in part by noting 

that men’s self-disclosure was inhibited by social expectations and gender roles. Given that 

there are no restrictions imposed by social expectations in one’s imagined world, however, 

it would be interesting to explore whether gender differences affect people’s imagined 

disclosure. Although gender roles are not the focus of the current study, this topic would 

be a meaningful avenue for researchers to pursue, because it may advance understanding 

of how individuals deal with gender norms intrapersonally. 

MODEL II – TARGETS’ ANTICIPATED REACTIONS OF IMAGINED SECRET REVELATION 

The current investigation uncovered nine underlying factors that characterize the 

types of reactions that individuals reported anticipating from the target in their imagined 

disclosure. These factors were related (in theoretically interesting ways) to various features 

of secrets, people’s tendency to tell their secrets to family members, as well as relational 
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consequences. The following sections discuss these findings regarding Model II of targets’ 

anticipated reactions in detail. 

Characteristics of Secrets and Targets’ Anticipated Reactions of Imagined Secret 
Revelation 

Individuals’ views of their secret information were hypothesized to be associated 

with their perceptions of how family members would react if the secret was disclosed (H4). 

Based on the analyses, individuals’ tendency to anticipate shock/surprised responses was 

positively related to negative, serious, and identity-related secret information. In addition, 

the perceived negativity and identity relevance of secret information were positively 

associated with the anticipation of negative emotional reactions from the family member. 

Unlike the negativity and identity relevance of the secret, people’s perception of the 

seriousness of the secret was negatively linked to the anticipation of targets’ positive 

reactions. In other words, when the secret information is seen as serious, the reactions 

individuals anticipate from targets tend not to be positive. Overall, these findings suggest 

that individuals base their perceptions of targets’ reactions in part on the features of the 

secret itself. It is also possible for targets to have various reactions based on the different 

characteristics of secrets. 

As evidenced in the current study, negative and positive emotional reactions were 

associated with different features of the secret. It is important to understand that positive 

and negative emotional reactions are two separate constructs, instead of opposite ends of 

one construct. Although the phrases “positive emotional reactions” and “negative 

emotional reactions” might suggest that these two types of reactions are opposites, they 

emerged as distinct dimensions; the seriousness of the secret information was negatively 

related to targets’ positive emotional reactions but had no relationship with targets’ 
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negative emotional reactions. In support of this finding, Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 

(1988) also demonstrate that positive and negative emotions should be represented as 

orthogonal dimensions in studies of affect. The findings of the current investigation further 

suggest that individuals’ perceptions of the secret information are associated with their 

family member’s positive and negative emotional reactions in distinct ways. 

In addition to the associations between perceived seriousness of the secret, positive 

emotional reactions, and shocked/surprised reactions, the seriousness of the secret 

information was also found to be negatively associated with the anticipation of aggressive 

reactions from the family member. In other words, when individuals view the secret 

information as serious or important, they tend not to expect aggressive reactions from their 

family member. One potential reason for this finding is that people may anticipate that their 

family member will prioritize problem-solving. As evidenced in the current investigation, 

those who perceive the secret as serious are less likely to have an imagined disclosure that 

involves conflict, which may suggest that they believe their family member will deal with 

the disclosure of the secret information in a rational way. 

It is also important to note that there was a negative link between the negative-

valenced secret information and anticipated understanding from the target. This pattern 

suggests that individuals are less likely to anticipate their family member will react with 

positivity, empathy, and compassion when they see the secret as negative. The finding has 

interesting implications for prior research on the reasons for people’s disclosure, which 

indicates that many people disclose secrets because they need help and understanding 

(Slepian & Moulton-Tetlock, 2018) and are seeking support (Greene, Derlega, Yep, & 

Petronio, 2003). 
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Targets’ Anticipated Reactions of Imagined Secret Revelation and Likelihood of 
Revelation  

H5 proposed to explore the associations between the reactions individuals 

anticipated from their target and the likelihood of revelation. The findings showed that 

anticipated positive emotional reactions were positively related to people’s tendency 

toward disclosure, which aligns with previous research on appraisals of secret information. 

Specifically, in appraising whether to reveal a secret, perceived stress, cost, and risk may 

thwart people’s disclosure, but the anticipation of benefits and rewards may facilitate the 

revelation (T. Afifi & Steuber, 2009; T. Afifi, Shanazi, Coveleski, Davis, & Merrill, 2017; 

McKillop & Kelly, 1996). Based on these findings, people are relatively likely to disclose 

their secret when they expect the revelation to lead to positive family interactions.  

It is also interesting to note that anticipated aggressive reactions from the family 

member are positively related to the tendency to disclose the secret. Although this finding 

seems counterintuitive, it is interpretable. Kelly and McKillop (1996) noted that individuals 

can base revelation decisions on their expectations of what will happen if the secret is 

revealed. Based on this, one possible reason for this positive link between aggressive 

reactions and the likelihood of revelation is that people may fear that if the target discovers 

the secret him- or herself, the target’s negative reaction will be exacerbated. This fear may 

encourage people to divulge the secret even if they expect the revelation to result in 

aggressive reactions. This explanation is also similar to the findings of a prior study on 

lying and deception, in which people tended to confess when they sensed that their lie was 

likely to be detected (Kearns, 2016). Another reason for this positive relationship may be 

the important nature of the secret information. When people anticipate that their target will 

react with aggression, their secret is likely to be identified as serious and important. Given 

that the current study found that people’s view of the seriousness of the secret was 
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positively associated with their tendency toward disclosure, it is possible that the 

anticipation of aggressive reactions combined with the serious nature of the secret may 

facilitate the revelation. 

Targets’ Anticipated Reactions of Imagined Secret Revelation and Relationship 
Satisfaction 

Results showed that the types of reactions individuals anticipate from the target in 

their imagined disclosure are associated with the satisfaction they feel in their relationship 

with the target (H6). Anticipated aggressive reactions were negatively linked to 

relationship satisfaction. Taken together with the positive association between anticipated 

aggressive reactions and the tendency toward disclosure, this pattern indicates that when 

individuals anticipate aggressive behaviors from their target, they are likely to disclose the 

secret, but relationship quality with the family member may be relatively low. In line with 

previous research on imagined interactions, this finding highlights the association between 

serial arguing and low relationship quality (Honeycutt & Wright, 2017; Roloff & Reznik, 

2008). Aggressive behavior is a relational transgression (Roloff, Soule, & Carey, 2001) 

and can involve series of arguments and conflicts, which can bring about low relationship 

quality. Although the present study’s results are consistent with prior studies, they also 

extend the research on the impact of disclosure by showing that not all disclosures help to 

enhance relationships. Even if the anticipation of aggressive reactions results in disclosure, 

the disclosure itself may decrease the quality of the relationship. Based on these 

associations between aggressive reactions and the likelihood of revelation (as well as 

relationship satisfaction), the conditions under which the secret is disclosed seems more 

informative than whether the secret is revealed. 
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The anticipation of understanding/problem-solving and time-influenced responses 

positively predicted individuals’ relationship satisfaction with the family member. This 

pattern indicates that people expect their family member to react rationally and 

supportively during the disclosure, which comports with Kelly’s (1999) findings on the 

criteria for being a good confidant: discreet, non-judgmental, and able to offer new insights 

into the secret. In the current investigation, the responses of understanding/problem-

solving suggest anticipated compassion and support from the target. In addition, the phrase 

“time-influenced responses” describes reactions that typically move from agitation to calm 

and provide insightful advice. Together, the two reactions suggest a target who is perceived 

as calm, rational, and providing support. This result has relational implications for people 

who imagine disclosing their secret and receiving rational and supportive anticipated 

reactions. More specifically, the finding might begin to explain relationship resilience 

regarding secrecy and self-disclosure and may provide a useful avenue for researchers to 

pursue in the future. 

Mediating Role of Targets’ Anticipated Reactions of Imagined Secret Revelation 

Although mediating effects were not formally proposed in this study, the findings 

showed that the reactions individuals anticipate from family members during imagined 

secret revelation served a mediating role between people’s perceptions of the secret and 

the likelihood of revelation, as well as their relationship satisfaction with the family 

member. Specifically, the results suggested that the effects of negativity and seriousness of 

the secret on the likelihood of revelation were mediated by the positive emotional reactions 

anticipated from the target. This pattern indicated that individuals’ anticipation of positive 

emotional reactions plays an important role in facilitating a future actual disclosure. In line 

with the Risk Revelation Model (RRM; T. Afifi & Steuber, 2009), the findings suggest that 
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people will disclose their secret when they believe that doing so will produce more benefits 

than costs, such as happiness and joy in family relationships. This finding supports the 

argument advanced at the beginning of this study that targets’ anticipated reactions play a 

role in individuals’ revelation; it may also add to the body of existing literature regarding 

the criteria people use for revealing secrets (Caughlin et al., 2005; Vangelisti et al., 2001), 

with a focus on the positive emotional reactions that people anticipate from the target. 

In addition to the anticipated positive emotional reactions from the target, the 

results showed that aggressive reactions also mediated the link between the way people 

view their secret and the likelihood of future disclosure. Specifically, people are likely to 

anticipate aggressive reactions from the family member when their secret is perceived as 

negative and identity-related, and such anticipated aggressive reactions may further bring 

about disclosure. As discussed earlier, the disclosure may result from people’s fear of 

exacerbated consequences if the family member discovers the secret him- or herself. In 

contrast, the results suggested that individuals tend not to anticipate aggressive reactions 

from the target when the secret is viewed as serious and important. It is interesting to note 

that such a situation is also likely to result in disclosure, which may indicate individuals’ 

desire for support as well as their need for problem-solving when facing serious issues; it 

also could reflect a tendency of targets to focus on problem-solving when faced with a 

serious or important secret. This finding reinforces previous research on family secrets, 

which found that family members guard secret information to uphold the family’s 

reputation when the secret information is considered as both serious and negative (Karpel, 

1980; Vangelisti, 1994). When secrets are viewed as serious and negative, it is possible 

that family members will assist with problem-solving in order to protect the family’s 

reputation.   
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With regard to relational concerns, understanding/problem-solving mediated the 

association between the negativity of a secret and relationship satisfaction with the target. 

This pattern offers one description of how people’s perceptions of the secret may affect 

their relational quality with the family member. On the one hand, individuals who view the 

secret as negative may be less likely to anticipate understanding and problem-solving from 

the family member. This could be because the negative nature of the information irritates 

the family member and jeopardizes the family relationship. On the other hand, the 

understanding and problem-solving reactions individuals anticipated from the family 

member could contribute to a satisfying relationship. In this situation, the imagined 

disclosure might outline an intrapersonal process when people know their target will likely 

react negatively toward the negative secret information, but nevertheless they still expect 

the family member will show empathy and help with problem-solving. Finally, such 

anticipation of understanding and problem-solving can benefit people’s relationships with 

their families. This is also in line with previous research on family secrets, in which 

supportive reactions to disclosure are positively associated with a good family relationship 

(Vangelisti, 1994). Further, from a practical standpoint, the understanding and supportive 

reactions individuals reported anticipating from the target might contribute to therapeutic 

interventions on family relationship quality by encouraging individuals to engage in such 

imagined disclosures; this possibility is worth pursuing as a direction for future research. 

Alternative Models for the Targets’ Anticipated Reactions of Imagined Secret 
Revelation 

Similar to Model I, two alternatives for Model II (regarding the reactions 

individuals reported anticipating from targets) were tested with Mplus. In the first 

alternative model, the likelihood of revelation was regressed on the perceived identity 
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relevance of the secret, given that the valence and seriousness of the secret demonstrated 

direct associations with the likelihood of revelation. Although the results indicated that this 

was a well-fitting final model, the perceived identification of the secret did not significantly 

contribute to the likelihood of future disclosure. This indicates that perceived identification, 

itself, may not be directly critical to people’s tendency to disclose. It is possible that 

people’s decision to disclose is a more complex process which involves multiple layers of 

cognitive assessment (T. Afifi et al., 2017; T. Afifi & Steuber, 2009). More specifically, as 

evidenced by the current investigation, the frequency and rehearsal of the imagined 

disclosure mediated the association between identity-related information and the likelihood 

of revelation. Frequent rehearsal of the revelatory script may indicate individuals’ desire 

to relieve themselves of the burden of secrecy (Stiles, 1987). There is also evidence that 

anticipated positive emotional reactions and aggressive reactions from the target served as 

mediators linking the association between self-related information and individuals’ 

tendency to disclose. This finding indicates that people take their target’s reactions into 

consideration when deciding whether to tell a secret. In short, these mediated results 

suggest that the identity relevance of the secret was indirectly associated with the likelihood 

of disclosure; they also indicated that multiple factors were involved in individuals’ 

cognitive processing of the secret information and their decision-making regarding 

disclosure. 

In assessing the second alternative model of targets’ anticipated reactions to 

imagined secret revelation, gender was controlled. As previous research suggests, people’s 

disclosure behavior can vary depending on the social expectations associated with gender 

norms; men tend to disclose secrets less frequently than women because men are expected 

to act assertive and tough (Hill & Stull, 1987; Jourard, 1961). However, some studies on 

self-disclosure have also indicated slightly higher or equal amounts of disclosure between 



 86 

men and women (Derlega, Metis, Petronio, & Margulis, 1993; Hill & Stull, 1987). The 

current investigation found that the model did not show a better fit when controlling for 

gender. Similar to the explanation described earlier in Model I, this may be because people 

do not feel concerned about meeting social expectations and gender norms when they are 

engaged in imagined interactions. Although people perceive the reactions from the target 

as important to their decisions on the revelation, gender norms did not constrain their 

choices during their imagined disclosure in the current study. 

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

The findings of this project contribute to the literature in four important ways. First, 

this study extends the theory of imagined interaction by demonstrating that imagined 

interactions play a critical role in individuals’ secrecy and self-disclosure. Imagined 

interaction theory has been successfully applied to examine various communication issues, 

such as aggressive teasing (Honeycutt & Wright, 2017), relational uncertainty (Van 

Kelegom & Wright, 2013), and conflict management (Wallenfelsz & Hample, 2010), but 

few researchers have applied this theoretical framework to the study of secrecy and self-

disclosure. Given that intrapersonal communication is foundational to most forms of 

interpersonal communication (Cunningham, 1992), examining secrecy and disclosure in 

imagined interactions is an important way to address the limitations of previous research. 

In addition, based on the notion that imagined interactions can be used to anticipate future 

communication encounters (Honeycutt, 1999, 2003), the current study provides insight into 

how people think through their revelatory conversations with a target. Because the current 

investigation focused on family communication, family members served as the target. 

Against that background, the results of the current study suggested that people tend to 

disclose their secret when they have frequent and positive imagined disclosures with the 
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family member. The findings also indicated that imagined disclosure is associated with 

family satisfaction when people play the revelatory conversation in their minds for 

relationship maintenance purposes. As such, the present study enriches the literature by 

providing a general support for the application of imagined interaction theory to secrecy 

and self-disclosure. 

Second, this study contributes to the existing literature by providing a systematic 

investigation of targets’ anticipated reactions to the disclosure of secrets. The current study 

describes the ways that different forms of anticipated target reactions were associated with 

the likelihood of disclosure and individuals’ relationship satisfaction with the target. 

Among those associations, anticipated understanding/problem-solving responses were 

positively associated with family relationship satisfaction. Anticipating positive emotional 

reactions was linked to being more likely to disclose. These findings are not only consistent 

with previous research emphasizing the importance of support in decisions about self-

disclosure (Afifi et al., 2017; Slepian & Moulton-Tetlock, 2018), but also extend prior 

findings to intrapersonal communication. In addition, this study’s refined typology for 

anticipated reactions lays the foundation for constructing a new measurement of targets’ 

reactions that could be used in future research.  

Third, this study contributes to the literature by highlighting the role of 

characteristics of secrets in imagined disclosure. There is ample evidence that individuals’ 

perceptions of secrets are associated with variables such as the criteria for disclosure 

(Vangelisti, 1994), motivations for disclosure (T. Afifi & Steuber, 2009; Vangelisti & 

Caughlin, 1997), mental well-being (Zhang & Dailey, 2018), and physical well-being 

(Richards & Sillars, 2014). The current study enriches the body of existing literature by 

exploring how the characteristics of secrets functioned in imagined disclosures. As 

revealed by the indirect effects of the models tested, the association between perceived 
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seriousness and identity relevance of the secret and the likelihood of revelation was fully 

mediated by the frequency of imagined disclosure. Moreover, the anticipated 

understanding/problem solving responses from the target mediated the association between 

the valence of the secret and the family relationship satisfaction. As suggested by these 

findings, the current study outlines a systematic account of how people’s perceptions of 

the secret affect their imagined disclosure as well as their perceptions of targets’ reactions, 

which further impact individuals’ decision-making about disclosure and their family 

relationship satisfaction. 

Fourth, the current study deepens understanding of the processes of secret 

information management and the benefits of disclosure. Prior research on self-disclosure 

suggested that disclosing one’s personal secret is a form of stress release that promotes 

positive health outcomes, such as strengthening the immune system and managing 

depression (Pennebaker, Kiecolt-Glaser, & Glaser, 1988). Other studies have suggested 

that the benefits and costs of disclosure depend on respondents’ reactions to the disclosure 

(W. Afifi & Caughlin, 2005; T. Afifi et al., 2017; T. Afifi & Steuber, 2009; Checton & 

Greene, 2010). Based on these studies, it seems that some health effects brought about by 

disclosure have been well-documented, but whether disclosure is always beneficial 

remains open to conjecture. By employing the theoretical framework of imagined 

interaction, this present study focused on the reactions individuals reported anticipating 

from the target in order to examine the intrapersonal processes associated with managing 

secret information and determine whether the processes are beneficial to family 

relationship quality with the target. Further, the results of this study suggested that positive 

emotional reactions and understanding/problem-solving contributed to people’s tendency 

to disclose as well as their relationship satisfaction with the target. Previous research 

suggests that disclosure for cathartic purposes only is not as beneficial as reframing the 
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stressful event (Afifi et al., 2017; Kelly, 1999; Smyth, Pennebaker, & Arigo, 2001). It 

appears that the current findings on imagined disclosure with anticipated positive 

emotional reactions and understanding/problem-solving responses from a target may help 

individuals to construct revelatory scripts as well as reappraise and make sense of the 

situation so that they are likely to have a more satisfying relationship with the family 

member. Alternatively, those who have a satisfying relationship with the target may be 

more likely to imagine disclosures that involve positive emotional reactions and 

understanding/problem-solving.  

Although this study did not directly examine the extent to which individuals’ health 

and well-being were improved by their positive imagined interactions with the family 

member, the positive associations between the positive emotional reactions anticipated 

from the target and individuals’ family relationship satisfaction may indicate that optimistic 

and positive views about secret disclosure are important to release tension. Indeed, the 

health effects of imagined disclosure should be further explored in future research. As 

discussed earlier, specific and well-developed instances of imagined disclosure might 

dissipate individuals’ worries about whether tell a secret to others which, in turn, might 

benefit individuals’ mental health. In addition, previous research suggests that perceived 

supportive reactions are critical to the benefits of disclosure (T. Afifi et al., 2005; Cloven 

& Roloff, 1993). However, secret revealers cannot be guaranteed support every time they 

disclose their secret to others, especially when their secret is considered “dark.” As a result, 

individuals may have to avoid disclosing something stressful and negative due to concerns 

that respondents will react badly. In light of this finding, the practice of constructing a 

revelatory script and imagining positive, rational, and supportive reactions from the 

respondent may provide individuals an opportunity to think about the issue from a different 

angle, which might benefit their relationship quality in real life. In sum, this study 
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contributes to the existing literature by showing that imagined disclosure has the potential 

to satisfy individuals’ need for both openness and closeness, as well as provide insights 

into relationship maintenance. 

Exploring imagined secret revelations with the target’s anticipated reactions not 

only provides a theoretical understanding of the intrapersonal process linked to secrecy and 

self-disclosure, it also raises a number of practical implications. Secrets are usually 

considered as “dark” and stand in contrast to the “ideology of openness” that characterized 

the 1970s and 1980s (T. Afifi et al., 2017). Even when disclosure seems to be the optimal 

choice, individuals sometimes may not be capable of disclosing what happened in the 

moment due to social, emotional, or financial concerns, even if they desire to do so. 

Recently, a quite salient example of this situation occurred when Olympic gymnasts who 

experienced sexual assault by their team doctor, and women in Hollywood who were 

sexually harassed by entertainment executives, hesitated to disclose their experiences. 

Individuals in such situations may need a way to constructively express their experiences 

in order to prevent possible mental health problems (Lane & Wegner, 1995; Pennebaker, 

1997). The current study provides insights into the ways that an imagined disclosure 

episode can be used as a mindful activity, thereby benefiting individuals’ health and well-

being (Honeycutt, 2003). Further, the study suggests the possibility that people will gain 

new insights when imagining their revelation in mindful or constructive ways, such as 

enacting revelatory scripts that imagine rational and supportive responses from targets. 

This practice might also be helpful in reducing the risks of future mental health problems 

and relational issues. In short, the present line of research may offer health implications 

relevant to intervention programs that could buffer daily stress and mitigate other threats 

to mental health. Although there is currently a lack of systematic longitudinal investigation 

to substantiate this possibility, it merits further exploration.  
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In addition to the aforementioned theoretical contributions and practical 

implications, the design of this study has important strengths. The current study employed 

a two-phase design, which enabled the researcher to generate a typology of reactions 

anticipated from the target and to construct a measurement of anticipated reactions. 

Moreover, the use of a community sample comprised of participants of different ages and 

economic backgrounds strengthens the current study by enhancing the generalizability of 

the findings. 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

The current study makes important contributions to research on secrecy and self-

disclosure in interpersonal communication. Nevertheless, it is limited in several ways. 

First, participants in the current study were asked to recall their most salient imagined 

disclosure episodes rather than to report multiple imagined disclosures. Describing a single 

imagined secret revelation script precludes the possibility of assessing the cumulative 

impact of multiple imagined secret disclosures on the likelihood of other revelations and 

individuals’ family relationship satisfaction with the targets. However, because the most 

salient event may have a particularly strong effect on the likelihood of revelation as well 

as relational quality, this method emerged as appropriate for the current design. In future 

research, the cumulative effects of multiple imagined disclosure episodes should also be 

examined in order to test whether one-time imagined interaction recall inflates the impact 

of imagined disclosure. 

Second, because the current study only examined imagined disclosure with family 

members, it did not allow for a systematic investigation of imagined disclosures across 

various types of relationships. Although a number of empirical studies suggest that a family 

context provides a fertile ground for studying secrecy and self-disclosure (e.g., T. Afifi & 
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Steuber, 2009; Vangelisti, 1994; Vangelisti & Caughlin, 1997), it is important to note that 

individuals involved in other types of relationships may describe their imagined disclosures 

and the reactions anticipated from the target differently. These differences may depend on 

the degree of intimacy they feel toward the target, the length of their relationship, and their 

dependency on the relationship. To extend the current research, further studies of imagined 

disclosure in other relationships, such as friendships, would also be informative. Friends 

may keep secrets from each other, but when imagined disclosure occurs, individuals may 

anticipate different responses than they would in family relationships, which tend to be 

more long-term in nature. 

Third, although the typology of the reactions that individuals reported anticipating 

from their target allows for a better understanding of the different ways that targets process 

and respond to secrets, it is possible that this list is not exhaustive. In addition to the limited 

relational context mentioned above, another reason might warrant consideration. Although 

the current study used a community sample, it was not drawn at random. A different sample 

might yield other anticipated reactions beyond those discussed in Phase One. The 

descriptive statistics of the current investigation, including Phase One and Two, indicated 

that the number of female targets was twice as high as the number of male targets. That is 

to say, most reactions participants reported in the current investigation were from their 

female family members. The results might differ if more male targets were involved in the 

imagined disclosure. For instance, the results indicated that aggression was an important 

factor in the impact of imagined disclosure on the likelihood of revelation and the family 

relationship satisfaction. However, the number of aggressive reactions that participants 

anticipated from the target was relatively small (n = 53, 8.6%). The disproportionate 

number of female targets in the current study raises the question of whether the number of 
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aggressive reactions anticipated from the target would be increased with more male targets 

involved in the imagined disclosure episodes. 

Fourth, notably, more females than males participated in the current investigation. 

Although the results of the post hoc analysis for the current study showed that participants’ 

gender was not a significant indicator of the likelihood of disclosure or their relationship 

satisfaction with the target, previous research has yielded inconclusive findings on the 

effects of gender on disclosure (e.g., Cline, 1982; Cozby, 1973; Dindia & Allen, 1992; 

Jourard, 1971). Future research might consider recruiting equal numbers of female and 

male participants to further test the effects of gender on the outcomes of imagined 

disclosure. In addition, Hill and Stull (1987) summarized five possible moderating factors 

on the effects of gender on self-disclosure: (a) situational factors, including topic of 

disclosure, gender of the information recipient, and relationship to the recipient; (b) gender 

role attitude; (c) gender role identity; (d) gender norms; and (e) measure of self-disclosure. 

Based on the current study, future research might need to take the context of disclosure 

(e.g., imagined vs. actual) as a moderator as well. 

Fifth, due to the limited nature of cross-sectional design, the current study assessed 

the likelihood of disclosure instead of actual disclosure behaviors. A future study using a 

longitudinal design should be conducted to examine the actual disclosures that follow 

imagined secret revelation episodes. This research design would facilitate a comparison 

between the anticipated and actual reactions from the target, which may help to identify 

the functions of imagined disclosures. Another reason for considering such a longitudinal 

design as a future research direction is its value for drawing causal inferences. Although 

the models assessed in the present investigation indicated good fit and significant paths 

among studied factors, causal claims cannot be made due to the correlational nature of the 
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data. A longitudinal design could provide further insight into causal relationships between 

imagined secret revelations and actual disclosures. 

In addition to a replication study addressing the limitations discussed above, future 

work should explore other research questions and novel theoretical insights that have been 

raised by the current investigation. First, although the results of the current study suggest 

that features of imagined disclosure and targets’ anticipated reactions are associated with 

the likelihood of future disclosure and family relationship satisfaction with the target, 

further research is needed to examine which features of imagined disclosure relative to 

which type of targets’ reaction can benefit people the most in terms of alleviating daily 

stress, promoting health, elevating self-esteem, and maintaining of emotional and relational 

stability. Future applied research could address questions of how imagined secret 

revelation can buffer the negative effects of information withholding. 

Another important future avenue for research is to focus more closely on the 

strategies used for imagined disclosure. Previous research on self-disclosure highlighting 

the importance of various strategies used for secret revelation has generally focused on two 

categories: direct (e.g., telling the entire secret to the target directly) and indirect (e.g., 

incremental disclosure) revelations (T. Afifi & Steuber, 2009). Further, certain forms of 

disclosure may correspond to certain reactions from the target. By using the theoretical 

framework of imagined interactions, future research can further specify disclosers’ 

revelation strategies and the corresponding reactions from their target in order to glean a 

holistic view of the phenomenon of imagined disclosure.  

A final future research direction is to explore the motivations for imagined 

disclosure. It is understandable that some people plan and rehearse their revelatory scripts 

for the purposes of a future actual disclosure. However, the question as to why people who 

are not interested in a future revelation still imagine revealing their secret to the target 
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remains unanswered. They may engage in imagined revelation for reasons of catharsis, but 

future research with open-ended questions is recommended to examine how participants 

perceive their motivation to engage in imagined disclosure. 

CONCLUSION 

Guided by the theoretical framework of imagined interactions (Honeycutt, 2003, 

2010), this study yielded insights into the mechanisms of imagined disclosure. A central 

question was raised the outset of this dissertation: How do people process their secret 

information intrapersonally? To answer this question, this dissertation used a two-phase 

research design to study imagined secret revelations with a focus on the reactions 

individuals reported anticipating from their target. First, an initial scale regarding targets’ 

anticipated reactions was developed. This scale indicated that if people reveal a secret to 

their family member, he or she would have negative emotional reactions, 

understanding/problem-solving responses, positive emotional reactions, neutral responses, 

shock/surprised responses, time-influenced responses, unsure/uncertain responses, 

aggressive reactions, or questioning responses. This typology lays the foundation for a 

future scholarship to examine secrecy and self-disclosure from the perspective of the 

discloser as well as the target. Second, this study also illuminated the associations among 

the individuals’ perceptions of the secret, features of imagined disclosure, and the 

likelihood of future revelation. The results further highlighted that positive and frequent 

rehearsal of imagined disclosures can increase the odds of revelation in the future.  

Third, given the inherently relational nature of secrecy, this study acknowledges 

that family relationship satisfaction tends to be maintained at a relatively high level when 

the imagined disclosure is used for the function of relational maintenance. This finding 

may add to the complexity of the claim that withholding information from an intimate 
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partner leads to a dissatisfied relationship with that person (e.g., T. Afifi, McManus, 

Steuber, & Coho, 2009; Merrill & Afifi, 2012). Finally, the model of targets’ anticipated 

reactions provides empirical evidence that anticipated understanding and problem-solving 

from the target are positively associated with relational quality. It is possible that a mindful 

way of thinking through a revelatory script with positive reactions from the target could 

benefit those who are struggling and feeling bothered by their secret information. As a 

whole, this dissertation provides insights into the ways in which individuals process secret 

information intrapersonally. In doing so, this study has sought to advance the 

understanding of secrecy and self-disclosure in both theoretically and practically 

meaningful ways. 
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Tables 

Table 1 Categories, Examples, and Frequencies of Participants Reported Secret Targets’   
Anticipated Reactions in Phase One (N = 618) 
 
Category Example Frequency 

“Hard” Emotional Reactions: reacting 
antagonistically involving anger, defensive, 
furious, etc. 

“He would be furious and 
slam the door on my face.” 

162 (26.2%) 

“Soft” Emotional Reactions: reacting 
vulnerably with showing sad, hurt, 
disappointed, etc.   

“She would be very 
disappointed in me about 
not having shared about 
my life with her.” 

127 (20.6%) 

(Not) Shocked/Surprised Responses: being 
shocked after hearing the secret information 
(focusing on a negative aspect) 

“She would be in shock 
and disbelief to find out 
that her youngest daughter 
was not all innocent and 
perfect anymore.” 
 
“She would react as no 
surprise at all. Maybe she 
knows that it’s the time for 
me to leave a job and look 
for a simple, and non-
stressful one…” 

63 (10.2%) 

Aggressive Reactions: communicating in an 
aggressive way by demonstrating violent 
behaviors, or abusive actions. 

“She would be furious and 
yelling and throwing 
things at me.” 

53 (8.6%) 

Neutral Responses: being neutral when 
hearing the information 

“He would be composed 
about the whole thing. We 
would laugh about it.” 

49 (7.9%) 

Lecturing/Questioning: lecturing and/or 
interrogating 

“She got all giddy thinking 
that I have a new 
boyfriend and would keep 
asking me questions about 
him.” 
 
 

33 (5.3%) 
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Table 1 Cont’d 

Category Example Frequency 

Time-Influenced Responses: reactions 
change over time from emotional to rational 

“She initially would react 
extremely disappointed but 
even worse not surprised. 
After the initial reaction, 
she would be supportive 
and curious about 
questions and a 
conversation would 
ensue.” 

31 (5.0%) 

Positive Emotional Reactions: showing 
positive emotions when hearing the secret 

“When I reveal the secret 
about her birthday 
celebration, she would be 
very happy to the core. 
Her eyes would fill with 
happy tears after hearing 
all my surprise.” 

28 (4.5%) 

Supportive/Understanding/Agreement: being 
supportive and/or understand the reasons for 
secret keeping 

“She would completely 
understand and even agree 
with me some things.” 

27 (4.4%) 

Adverse Communication Reactions: 
communicating in an adverse way by 
arguing, accusing, teasing, etc. 

“He would be blaming me 
of keeping secrets from 
him, and that he felt I 
didn’t know who he was 
anymore.” 

19 (3.1%) 

Unsure/Uncertain: being unsure/uncertain 
about targets’ reactions 

“I imagined that he might 
react well but I’m not quite 
sure how he would react 
exactly.” 

10 (1.6%) 

Problem Solving: a rational way of reaction 
by providing problem-solving solutions 

“…would ask me to come 
to my sense by giving me 
logical points on how 
that’s not a viable career.” 

8 (1.3%) 

Uncodable: information too vague or 
insufficient to code 

 8 (1.3%) 

Note. Percentages do not add up to exactly 100.0% because of rounding.  
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Table 2 Means, Standard Deviations, and Alpha Coefficients for Key Variables in Phase 
Two (N = 496) 
 
Key Variables Cronbach’s α M SD 
Valence .96 4.61 1.91 
Seriousness .82 5.04 1.27 
Identification .80 5.23 1.42 
Frequency .84 3.91 1.52 
Positivity .88 3.02 1.72 
Specificity .65 4.43 1.19 
Self-dominance .76 3.98 1.24 
Self-understanding .84 4.45 1.43 
Rehearsal .78 4.37 1.37 
Catharsis .74 3.44 1.26 
Conflict Linkage .76 3.84 1.18 
Compensation .72 4.34 1.17 
Relationship Maintenance .91 3.45 1.69 
Negative Emotional Reactions .94 4.19 1.52 
Understanding/Problem-solving .92 4.27 1.54 
Positive Emotional Reactions .95 2.90 1.85 
Neutral Responses  .80 3.18 1.36 
Shock/Surprise .83 4.61 1.47 
Time-influenced Responses .88 3.92 1.64 
Unsure/Uncertain .87 3.38 1.48 
Aggressive Reactions .89 2.45 1.73 
Questioning .77 4.67 1.68 
Likelihood of revelation .96 4.01 2.16 
Relationship satisfaction .94 4.82 1.51 
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Table 3 Correlations Among Key Variables of Phase Two (N = 496) 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1. Gender 1              

2. Target’s Gender .05 1             

3. Close Primary Kin .03 .03 1            

4. Secondary Blood Kin -.04 -.04 -.84** 1           

5. Secondary Affinal Kin -.002 .03 -.48** -.07 1          

6. Valence -.06 .05 -.03 -.002 .06 1         

7. Seriousness -.03 .01 .01 .004 -.02 .11* 1        

8. Identity Relevance .05 .00 .02 -.02 .003 -.15** .49** 1       

9. Frequency  .02 -.05 -.03 -.002 .06 -.12** .22** .24** 1      

10. Positivity .11* -.03 .02 .01 -.06 -.47** -.19** .05 .24** 1     

11. Specificity -.06 -.002 -.05 .03 .05 -.05 .26** .13** .32** .01 1    

12. Self-Dominance -.03 -.05 -.01 .10 .02 .02 .03 .01 .05 .10* .10* 1   

13. Self-Understanding .05 .06 .03 -.05 .02 -.12* .07 .17** .28** .32** .21** .22** 1  

14. Rehearsal .05 .00 .01 -.02 .01 -.16** .12* .18** .43** .33** .25** .15** .51** 1 
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Table 3 Cont’d. 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

15. Catharsis .08 .05 .05 -.04 -.04 -.26** -.06 -.05 .18** .60** .09* .18** .37** .37** 

16. Conflict Linkage -.06 .05 -.01 -.01 .04 .13** -.04 .03 .24** -.12* .01 -.11* .07 .18** 

17. Compensation -.01 -.03 .04 -.02 -.03 -.10* -.10* .15** .28** .06 .21** .04 .20** .36** 
18. Relationship 

Maintenance .07 .02 -.03 .04 .00 -.21** -.08 .03 .31** .60** .11* .17** .52** .45** 

19. Negative Emotional 
Reactions -.08 .01 -.01 -.01 .02 .30** .04 .07 .07 -.40** -.01 -.25** -.22** -.10* 

20. Problem Solving .15** .04 .01 .003 -.03 -.13** -.11* -.08 .05 .38** -.01 .14** .38** .29** 

21. Positive Emotional 
Reactions .12** -.01 -.04 .05 -.02 -.43** -.20** .05 .19** .75** -.03 .05 .32** .31** 

22. Neutral Responses .06 -.03 -.02 .03 -.01 -.12* -.36** -.13** .08 .44** -.25** .15** .20** .21** 

23. Shocked/Surprised -.04 .02 .03 -.05 .02 .16** .21** .18** .16** -.11* .10* -.09 .02 .06 
24. Time-Influenced 

Responses .12** .03 -.02 .03 -.003 .16** -.06 -.04 .02 -.02 -.16** .01 .18** .15** 

25. Unsure/Uncertain .06 .04 -.03 .03 -.01 -.05 -.17** -.07 -.03 .14** -.38** .19** .16** .09* 
26. Aggressive 

Reactions -.03 .02 -.01 .01 .01 .07 -.20** .02 .21** .25** -.10* -.08 .01 .10* 

27. Questioning -.03 .09* .01 -.06 .07 .19** .13** .11* .09 -.25** .09* -.33** -.12** -.01 
28. Likelihood  

of Revelation .06 -.01 .002 -.02 .02 -.31** .03 .13** .44** .50** .14** .03 .35** .48** 

29. Relationship 
Satisfaction .09* .04 -.05 .10 .09* -.07 -.03 -.06 .02 .20** .06 .11* .23** .15** 
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Table 3 Cont’d. 
 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 

15. Catharsis 1               

16. Conflict Linkage -.14** 1              

17. Compensation .06 .17** 1             
18. Relationship 

Maintenance .52** .10* .17** 1            

19. Negative Emotional 
Reactions -.44** .62** .04 -.21** 1           

20. Problem Solving .38** -.30** .04 .43** -.57** 1          

21. Positive Emotional 
Reactions .55** -.11* .04 .56** -.42** .47** 1         

22. Neutral Responses .31** .02 .02 .43** -.23** .34** .53** 1        

23. Shocked/Surprised -.14** .21** .10* -.01 .37** -.03 -.10* -.23** 1       
24. Time-Influenced 

Responses .02 .13** .02 .19** .01 .48** .13** .16** .21** 1      

25. Unsure/Uncertain .11* .02 .003 .16** -.14** .16** .22** .35** .02 .24** 1     
26. Aggressive 

Reactions .05 .42** .03 .24** .47** -.15** .28** .32** .21** .11* .07 1    

27. Questioning -.29** .31** .08 -.18** .56** -.14** -.21** -.33** .45** .22** -.21** .28** 1   
28. Likelihood  

of Revelation .36** .12** .11* .44** -.23** .27** .48** .29** -.03 .10* .08 .18** -.12** 1  

29. Relationship 
Satisfaction .22** -.34** -.01 .31** -.42** .57** .23** .11* -.05 .30** .02 -.25** -.13** .13** 1 
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Note. Correlations between continuous variables and dummy coded variables are point-biserial correlations; For Gender (refers 
to participant’s gender) and Target’s Gender, 1 = male, 0 = female; For Family Relationship, 1 = close primary kin, 0 = secondary 
blood kin, 0 = secondary affinal kin; 1 = secondary blood kin, 0 = close primary kin, 0 = secondary affinal kin; and 1 = secondary 
affinal kin, 0 = close primary kin, 0 = secondary blood kin; all continuous variables are measured on a scale from 1 to 7; *p < 
.05, **p < .01. 
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Table 4 Estimated Marginal Means and Standard Errors of Key Variables by Relationship Type 

 
Close 
Primary Kin 
M (SE) 

Secondary 
Blood Kin 
M (SE) 

Secondary 
Affinal Kin 
M (SE) 

F p 
 
η2 
 

Valence 4.60 (.10) 4.61 (.27) 5.13 (.48) .39 .76 .003 

Seriousness 5.05 (.07) 5.06 (.18) 4.78 (.32) .28 .84 .002 

Identity Relevance 5.25 (.07) 5.15 (.20) 5.21 (.36) .07 .98 .000 

Frequency 3.84 (.08) 3.93 (.22) 4.31 (.38) .59 .62 .004 

Positivity 2.98 (.09) 3.06 (.24) 2.47 (.43) .77 .51 .005 

Specificity 4.38 (.06) 4.50 (.17) 4.66 (.30) .40 .75 .003 

Self-Dominance 3.96 (.06) 4.02 (.18) 3.97 (.31) .05 .99 .000 

Self-Understanding 4.45 (.07) 4.27 (.20) 4.41 (.36) .25 .87 .002 

Rehearsal 4.37 (.07) 4.27 (.20) 4.33 (.35) .20 .90 .001 

Catharsis 3.46 (.06) 3.26 (.18) 3.19 (.32) .60 .62 .004 

Conflict Linkage 3.81 (.06) 3.77 (.17) 3.98 (.30) .13 .94 .001 

Compensation 4.36 (.06) 4.24 (.17) 4.17 (.30) .54 .66 .004 

Relationship Maintenance 3.38 (.09) 3.61 (.24) 3.14 (.43) .44 .73 .003 
Negative  
Emotional Reactions 4.17 (.08) 4.17 (.22) 4.20 (.38) .02 1.00 .000 

Problem Solving 4.26 (.08) 4.26 (.22) 3.95 (.39) .21 .89 .001 

Positive Emotion Reactions 2.81 (.09) 3.11 (.26) 2.53 (.46) .61 .61 .004 

Neutral Responses 3.15 (.07) 3.23 (.19) 2.91 (.34) .31 .82 .002 

Shocked/Surprised 4.58 (.07) 4.40 (.21) 4.73 (.37) .40 .75 .003 

Time-Influenced Responses 3.88 (.08) 4.03 (.23) 3.89 (.41) .13 .94 .001 

Unsure/Uncertain 3.34 (.08) 3.52 (.21) 3.31 (.37) .43 .73 .003 

Aggressive Reactions 2.39 (.09) 2.40 (.24) 2.13 (.43) .42 .74 .003 

Questioning 4.65 (.09) 4.38 (.24) 5.25 (.42) 1.13 .34 .007 

Likelihood of Revelation 3.97 (.11) 3.84 (.31) 4.19 (.55) .13 .94 .001 

Relationship Satisfaction 4.79 (.08) 4.86 (.22) 5.47 (.38) 1.10 .35 .007 
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Table 5 Principal Axis Factoring of Targets’ Anticipated Reactions (N = 496) 
 
Items Factor 

I II III IV V VI VII VIII 
Negative Emotional Reactions (α = .94)         
[Family member] would scold me if I told 
him/her about my secret.  .83        

[Family member] would be mad at me if I 
told him/her about my secret. .82        

[Family member] would criticize me if I 
revealed my secret to him/her. .81        

[Family member] would blame me if I 
revealed my secret to him/her. .78        

[Family member] would say something 
hurtful to me if I told him/her about my 
secret.  

.75   
     

[Family member] would yell at me if I 
disclosed my secret to him/her.  .75        

[Family member] would be disappointed 
in me if I revealed my secret to him/her. .74        

[Family member] would lecture me if I 
revealed my secret to him/her. .72        

[Family member] would NOT reassure 
me if I disclosed my secret to him/her.  .61        

[Family member] would NOT be angry 
with me if I disclosed my secret to 
him/her. (R) 

.61   
     

[Family member] would hate me if I 
disclosed my secret to him/her.  .60        

[Family member] would feel hurt if I told 
him/her about my secret.  .59        

         
[Family member] would avoid talking 
with me if I told him or her about my 
secret.  

.55   
     

[Family member] would NOT argue with 
me if I disclosed my secret to him/her. (R) .52        

[Family member] would understand if I 
revealed my secret to him/her. (R) .49        

[Family member] would be furious if I 
told him/her about my secret.  .47        

[Family member] would feel sad if I 
disclosed my secret to him/her.  .42        
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 Table 5 Cont’d. 
Items Factor 

I II III IV V VI VII VIII 
Understanding/Problem Solving (α = .92)         
[Family member] would help me to solve 
the problem if I disclosed my secret to 
him/her.  

 .78  
     

[Family member] would talk with me 
about how to deal with the issue if I 
revealed my secret to him/her.  

 .77  
     

[Family member] would tell me how I 
should handle the problem if I told 
him/her about my secret.  

 .72  
     

[Family member] would try to fix things 
if I disclosed my secret to him/her.  .70       

[Family member] would care about me if 
I told him/her about my secret.                      .61       

[Family member] would support me if I 
revealed my secret to him/her.                     .59       

[Family member] would forgive me if I 
disclosed my secret to him/her.  .58       

[Family member] would trust me if I told 
him/her about my secret.           .52       

         
Positive Emotional Reactions (α = .95)         
[Family member] would be excited if I 
revealed my secret to him/her.        .85      

[Family member] would be full of joy if I 
disclosed my secret to him/her.   .85      

[Family member] would be proud if I told 
him/her about my secret.   .79      

[Family member] would be happy if I 
disclosed my secret to him/her.   .78      

         
Neutral Responses (α = .80)         
[Family member] would NOT really care 
if I told him/her about my secret.    .62     

[Family member] would act like s/he 
already knew about the secret if I told 
him/her about my secret.  

   
.60     

[Family member] would NOT be 
surprised if I revealed my secret to 
him/her. 
 

   

.59     
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Table 5 Cont’d.         

Items Factor 
I II III IV V VI VII VIII 

[Family member] would NOT ask 
probing questions if I told him/her about 
my secret.  

   
.56     

[Family member] would be calm if I 
disclosed my secret to him/her.     .54     

[Family member] would keep quiet if I 
revealed my secret to him/her.    .46     

         
Shock/Surprised Responses (α = .83)         
[Family member] would be shocked if I 
revealed my secret to him/her.     .81    

[Family member] would be stunned if I 
told him/her about my secret.      .81    

[Family member] would be flabbergasted 
if I disclosed my secret to him/her.                         .78    

[Family member] would be speechless if I 
revealed my secret to him/her.      .43    

         
Time-Influenced Responses (α = .88)         
[Family member] would initially freak 
out, and then would try to help me if I 
disclosed my secret to him/her.           

   
  .80   

[Family member] would be agitated at 
first, and then would calm down if I 
revealed my secret to him/her.             

   
  .72   

[Family member] would react 
emotionally, and then would offer me 
some advice if I told him/her about my 
secret.  

   

  .71   

[Family member] would be upset at first, 
and then would want to know how to 
support me if I revealed my secret to 
him/her. 
 

   

  .68   
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Note. (R) stands for reverse-coded items; the eigenvalues for the three factors were 15.09, 7.74, 
5.23, 3.22, 2.47, 1.61, 1.39, 1.21, 1.04, respectively. 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 5 Cont’d.         
Items Factor 

I II III IV V VI VII VIII 
Unsure/Uncertain Responses (α = .87)         
I know exactly how [family member] 
would respond if I told him/her about my 
secret. (R)                    

   
   .81  

I am certain of the way [family member] 
would react if I disclosed my secret to 
him/her.                     

   
   .78  

I am unsure of how [family member] 
would respond if I disclosed my secret to 
him/her. 

   
   .66  

I have no idea how [family member] 
would react if I told him/her about my 
secret.                    

   
   .59  

I only have a vague idea of how [family 
member] would react if I revealed my 
secret to him/her. 

   
   .55  

         
Aggressive Reactions (α = .89)         
[family member] would hit or slap me if I 
revealed my secret to him/her.         .77 

[family member] would physically abuse 
me (e.g., beat me) if I told him/her about 
my secret.                     

   
    .74 

[Family member] would threaten me if I 
revealed my secret to him/her        .57 

         
Questioning (α = .77)         
[Family member] would ask me a lot of 
questions if I disclosed my secret to 
him/her.  

   
    .44 

[Family member] would interrogate me if 
I told him/her about my secret.                            .40 
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Table 6 Direct Effects for the Model of Attributes and Functions of Imagined Secret 
Revelation (Model I) 

Paths B β SE p 
H1a     
ValenceàPositivity -.39 -.43 .05 <.001 
H1b     
SeriousnessàFrequency .19 .16 .05 .001 
SeriousnessàSpecificity .27 .28 .06 <.001 
H1c     
Identity RelevanceàFrequency .16 .15 .05 .004 
Identity RelevanceàSpecificity -.02 -.03 .05 .63 
RQ2     
ValenceàSelf-Dominance .01 .01 .05 .79 
SeriousnessàSelf-Dominance .03 .03 .05 .59 
Identity RelevanceàSelf-Dominance -.01 -.01 .06 .90 
     
Additional Sig. Findings     
ValenceàFrequency -.09 -.11 .05 .02 
ValenceàRehearsal -.11 -.15 .05 .004 
ValenceàCatharsis -.18 -.27 .05 <.001 
ValenceàRelationship Maintenance -.17 -.19 .05 <.001 
ValenceàConflict Linkage .10 .15 .05 .003 
ValenceàLikelihood of Revelation -.12 -.14 .04 .01 
SeriousnessàPositivity -.24 -.18 .05 <.001 
SeriousnessàConflict Linkage -.10 -.11 .05 .04 
Identity RelevanceàSelf-understanding .15 .15 .05 .01 
Identity RelevanceàRehearsal .12 .12 .06 .04 
Identity RelevanceàConflict Linkage .09 .11 .05 .04 
     
H2a     
FrequencyàLikelihood of Revelation .33 .23 .05 <.001 
SpecificityàLikelihood of Revelation .004 .002 .04 .95 
RehearsalàLikelihood of Revelation .38 .24 .05 <.001 
H2b     
CatharsisàLikelihood of Revelation .02 .01 .05 .76 
CompensationàLikelihood of Revelation -.18 -.10 .04 .01 
RQ3a     
Self-DominanceàLikelihood of Revelation -.10 -.06 .04 .18 
Self-UnderstandingàLikelihood of Revelation .08 .05 .05 .33 
Conflict LinkageàLikelihood of Revelation .12 .06 .04 .13 
RQ3b     
PositivityàLikelihood of Revelation .33 .26 .06 <.001 
Relationship MaintenanceàLikelihood of 
Revelation 

.08 .06 .06 .26 
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Table 6 Cont’d. 
Paths B β SE p 
H3a     
PositivityàRelationship Satisfaction -.07 -.08 .06 .18 
FrequencyàRelationship Satisfaction -.01 -.01 .05 .80 
SpecificityàRelationship Satisfaction -.003 -.002 .05 .96 
RehearsalàRelationship Satisfaction .09 .08 .06 .19 
Relationship MaintenanceàRelationship 
Satisfaction 

.30 .33 .06 <.001 

Conflict LinkageàRelationship Satisfaction -.51 -.40 .04 <.001 
H3b     
CatharsisàRelationship Satisfaction -.03 -.02 .06 .72 
CompensationàRelationship Satisfaction -.05 -.04 .05 .47 
Self-DominanceàRelationship Satisfaction -.01 -.01 .05 .83 
RQ4     
Self-UnderstandingàRelationship Satisfaction .10 .09 .06 .10 

Note. B = unstandardized direct effect; β = standardized direct effect; SE = standardized error; 
Additional Sig. Findings = additional statistically significant findings; Highlighted numbers 
indicate statistically significant findings. 
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Table 7 Indirect Effects for the Model of Attributes and Functions of Imagined Secret 
Revelation (Model I) 

Paths β (SE) 
 

95% C.I. p 

ValenceàFrequencyàLikelihood of Revelation -.03 (.01) -.05, -.01 .04 
Identity RelevanceàFrequencyàLikelihood of Revelation .03 (.01) .01, .06 .01 
SeriousnessàFrequencyàLikelihood of Revelation .04 (.01) .02, .06 .01 
ValenceàPositivityàLikelihood of Revelation -.11 (.03) -.17, -.07 <.001 
SeriousnessàPositivityàLikelihood of Revelation -.05 (.02) -.08, -.03 .003 
ValenceàRehearsalàLikelihood of Revelation -.04 (.02) -.07, -.02 .02 
ValenceàConflict LinkageàRelationship Satisfaction -.06 (.02) -.10, -.03 .01 
Identity RelevanceàConflict LinkageàRelationship 
Satisfaction -.04 (.02) -.08, -.01 .05 

SeriousnessàConflict LinkageàRelationship Satisfaction 
.04 (.02) .01, .08 .04 

ValenceàRelationship MaintenanceàRelationship 
Satisfaction -.06 (.02) -.10, -.04 .001 

Note. 95% C.I. = 95% Confidence Interval of Indirect Effects; coefficients and 
confidence intervals shown are standardized. 
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Table 8 Direct Effects for the Model of Targets’ Anticipated Reactions (Model II) 

Paths B β SE p 
H4     
ValenceàNegative Emotional Reactions .26 .33 .05 <.001 
ValenceàUnderstanding/Problem Solving -.11 -.13 .05 .01 
ValenceàPositive Emotional Reactions -.39 -.40 .05 <.001 
ValenceàNeutral Responses -.05 -.07 .05 .12 
ValenceàShock/Surprise .13 .16 .05 .001 
ValenceàTime-Influenced Responses .16 .18 .05 <.001 
ValenceàUnsure/Uncertain -.02 -.02 .05 .63 
ValenceàAggressive Reactions .13 .14 .05 .002 
ValenceàQuestioning .18 .20 .05 <.001 
SeriousnessàNegative Emotional Reactions -.08 -.06 .05 .22 
SeriousnessàUnderstanding/Problem Solving -.08 -.06 .05 .24 
SeriousnessàPositive Emotional Reactions -.28 -.19 .05 <.001 
SeriousnessàNeutral Responses -.41 -.38 .05 <.001 
SeriousnessàShock/ Surprised Responses .14 .12 .05 .03 
SeriousnessàTime-Influenced Responses -.13 -.10 .05 .06 
SeriousnessàUnsure/Uncertain -.19 -.17 .05 .002 
SeriousnessàAggressive Reactions -.42 -.31 .05 <.001 
SeriousnessàQuestioning .06 .04 .05 .40 
Identity RelevanceàNegative Emotional 
Reactions 

.15 .14 .05 .01 

Identity RelevanceàUnderstanding/Problem 
Solving 

-.07 -.07 .05 .21 

Identity RelevanceàPositive Emotional Reactions .11 .08 .04 .05 
Identity RelevanceàNeutral Responses .04 .04 .05 .36 
Identity RelevanceàShock/Surprised Responses .15 .14 .06 .02 
Identity RelevanceàTime-Influenced Responses .04 .04 .06 .51 
Identity RelevanceàUnsure/Uncertain .01 .01 .06 .86 
Identity RelevanceàAggressive Reactions .23 .19 .05 <.001 
Identity RelevanceàQuestioning .15 .12 .06 .03 
     
Additional Sig. Findings     
ValenceàLikelihood of Revelation -.22 -.19 .05 <.001 
SeriousnessàLikelihood of Revelation .31 .18 .05 <.001 
     
H5     
Negative Emotional ReactionsàLikelihood of 
Revelation 

-.11 -.08 .08 .32 
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Table 8 Cont’d 
Paths B β SE p 
Positive Emotional ReactionsàLikelihood of 
Revelation 

.32 .28 .06 <.001 

Neutral ResponsesàLikelihood of Revelation .14 .09 .06 .15 
Shock/Surprised ResponsesàLikelihood of 
Revelation 

.02 .02 .05 .75 

Time-Influenced ResponsesàLikelihood of 
Revelation 

.08 .06 .05 .24 

Unsure/UncertainàLikelihood of Revelation -.06 -.04 .05 .36 
Aggressive ReactionsàLikelihood of Revelation .22 .17 .06 .01 
QuestioningàLikelihood of Revelation -.05 -.04 .06 .45 
H6     
Negative Emotional ReactionsàRelationship 
Satisfaction 

-.12 -.12 .07 .09 

Understanding/Problem SolvingàRelationship 
Satisfaction 

.42 .43 .07 <.001 

Positive Emotional ReactionsàRelationship 
Satisfaction 

.02 .03 .06 .65 

Neutral ResponsesàRelationship Satisfaction -.03 -.03 .06 .62 
Shock/Surprised ResponsesàRelationship 
Satisfaction 

.03 .03 .05 .58 

Time-Influenced ResponsesàRelationship 
Satisfaction 

.12 .13 .05 .01 

Unsure/UncertainàRelationship Satisfaction -.09 -.09 .05 .057 
Aggressive ReactionsàRelationship Satisfaction -.12 -.13 .06 .03 
QuestioningàRelationship Satisfaction -.02 -.03 .06 .70 

Note. B = unstandardized direct effect; β = standardized direct effect; SE = standardized 
error; Additional Sig. Findings = additional statistically significant findings; highlighted 
numbers indicate statistically significant findings. 
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Table 9 Indirect Effects for Model of Targets’ Anticipated Reactions (Model II) 

Paths β (SE) 
 

95% C.I. p 

ValenceàPositive Emotional ReactionsàLikelihood of 
Revelation -.11 (.03) -.16, -.07 <.001 

SeriousnessàPositive Emotional ReactionsàLikelihood of 
Revelation -.05 (.02) -.09, -.03 .01 

ValenceàAggressive ReactionsàLikelihood of Revelation .02 (.01) .01, .05 .05 
Identity RelevanceàAggressive ReactionsàLikelihood of 
Revelation .03 (.02) .01, .06 .03 

SeriousnessàAggressive ReactionsàLikelihood of 
Revelation -.05 (.02) -.10, -.02 .02 

Valenceà Understanding/Problem SolvingàRelationship 
Satisfaction -.06 (.02) -.10, -.02 .02 

ValenceàTime-Influenced ResponsesàRelationship 
Satisfaction .02 (.01) .01, .05 .03 

SeriousnessàAggressive ReactionsàRelationship 
Satisfaction .04 (.03) .01, .08 .03 

Note. 95% C.I. = 95% Confidence Interval of Indirect Effects; coefficients and 
confidence intervals shown are standardized. 
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Figures 

Figure 1. Hypothesized Model of Attributes and Functions of Imagined Secret Revelation 
(Model I) 

 
 
Note. Individuals’ perceptions of their imagined secret revelation serve as mediators 
between characteristics of secrets (i.e., valence, seriousness, and identity relevance) and 
likelihood of revelation as well as their relationship satisfaction with the secret target, 
respectively. All exogenous variables, the error terms of mediators, and the error terms of 
endogenous variables were allowed to covary (double arrowhead lines) to control for 
additional sources of dependency.  
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Figure 2. Final Model of Attributes and Functions of Imagined Secret Revelation (Model 
I) 

 
 
Note. Individuals’ perceptions of their imagined secret revelation serve as mediators 
between characteristics of secrets and likelihood of revelation as well as their relationship 
satisfaction with the secret target, respectively. Standardized coefficients are presented. 
The dotted lines represent for non-significant paths, and the solid lines represent for the 
significant paths (*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001). All exogenous variables, the error 
terms of mediators, and the error terms of endogenous variables, were allowed to covary 
(double arrowhead lines) to control for additional sources of dependency.  
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Figure 3. The First Alternative Model for Model I 

 
 
Note. Two additional paths (as highlighted in orange) were added for this alternative model 
as compared to the hypothesized model. The results revealed that the current alternative 
model is just-identified with zero degree of freedom.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

!.0**

.24***

Valence

Seriousness

Identity7
Relevance

Frequency

Positivity

Specificity

Self!dominance

Self!
understanding

Rehearsal

Catharsis

Conflict7Linkage

Compensation

Relational7
Maintenance

Relationship7
Satisfaction

Likelihood7of7
Revelation



 118 

Figure 4. The Second Alternative Model for Model I 

 

 
 
Note. Respondents’ gender was added as a controlling variable (in orange) for this 
alternative model as compared to the hypothesized model. This alternative model’s fit 
indices are χ2 (19) = 166.08, p < .001, χ2/df = 8.74, RMSEA = 0.13 (90% CI = 0.11 – 
0.14), CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.55, SRMR = 0.06. 
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Figure 5. Hypothesized Model of Targets’ Anticipated Reactions (Model II) 

 

 
Note. Individuals’ perceptions of their secret targets’ anticipated reactions mediate the 
associations between characteristics of secrets (i.e., valence, seriousness, and identity 
relevance) and likelihood of revelation as well as their relationship satisfaction with the 
secret target, respectively. All exogenous variables, the error terms of mediators, and the 
error terms of endogenous variables were allowed to covary (double arrowhead lines) to 
control for additional sources of dependency.  
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Figure 6. Final Model of Targets’ Anticipated Reactions (Model II) 

 

 
Note. Individuals’ perceptions of their secret targets’ anticipated reactions mediate the 
associations between characteristics of secrets (i.e., valence, seriousness, and identity 
relevance) and likelihood of revelation as well as their relationship satisfaction with the 
secret target, respectively. Standardized coefficients are presented. The dotted lines 
represent for non-significant paths, and the solid lines represent for the significant paths 
(*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001). All exogenous variables, the error terms of mediators, 
and the error terms of endogenous variables, were allowed to covary (double arrowhead 
lines) to control for additional sources of dependency.  
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Figure 7. The First Alternative Model of Targets’ Anticipated Reactions 

 

 
Note. One additional path (as highlighted in orange) was added for this alternative model 
as compared to the hypothesized model. This alternative model’s fit indices are χ2 (3) = 
0.81, p = .85, χ2/df = .27, RMSEA = .00 (90% CI = 0.00 – 0.04), CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.03, 
SRMR = 0.003. 
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Figure 8. The Second Alternative Model of Targets’ Anticipated Reactions 

 

 
Note. Respondents’ gender was added as a controlling variable (in orange) for this 
alternative model as compared to the hypothesized model. This alternative model’s fit 
indices are χ2 (17) = 391.46, p < .001, χ2/df = 23.03, RMSEA = .21 (90% CI = .19 – .23), 
CFI = .86, TLI = .15, SRMR = .09. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: ELIGIBILITY QUESTIONS 
INSTRUCTIONS: For this study, we are interested in situations in which people imagined 
revealing a secret to a member of their family. Please take a moment to think about a secret 
that you are keeping from a family member now and recall an instance that took place in 
the last six months when you imagined revealing that secret to a member of your 
family. The family member might be your husband, wife, brother, sister, son, daughter, 
uncle, aunt, grandfather, grandmother, etc. 
 
Are you currently keeping a secret from a family member? 
___Yes 
___No 
 
Have you imagined revealing your secret to that family member in the past six months? 
___Yes 
___No 
 
Are you 18 years of age or older? 
___Yes 
___No 
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APPENDIX B: SECRET RECALL AND FAMILY RELATIONSHIP INFORMATION 
INSTRUCTIONS: In the space provided, please answer the following questions. 

1. What is the secret that you are currently keeping from that family member? Please 
describe the secret in as much detail as possible.  

2. What is your relationship with that family member? Please choose one from the 
following.  
husband   
wife   
father   
mother   
son   
daughter   
brother   
sister   
cousin   
uncle   
aunt   
grandfather   
grandmother   
niece  
nephew   
fiancée  
fiancé   
partner   
grandson  
granddaughter   
other (please specify_____)  

 
3. What is that family member's first name? ________________ 

 
4. How long ago did you start keeping that secret from [family member’s first name] 

(e.g., how many years or months ago)? 
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APPENDIX C: IMAGINED SECRET REVELATION PROMPT 
You may have imagined revealing your secret to [family member’s first name] multiple 
times. Now please think about the most salient one you had.      
 

1. In that imagined interaction, how did [family member’s first name] react when you 
told [family member’s first name] your secret? Please provide as much detail as 
possible.   

 
2. Please tell us about the setting where did you imagine yourself being when 

revealing the secret (i.e., the one that you described previously) to [family 
member’s first name]. For example, please describe whether you imagined 
revealing the secret in an office, apartment, or it took place nowhere in particular.   

 
3. In the space below, we’d like you to write a “script” describing the imagined 

interaction where you revealed your secret to [family member’s first name]. 
For example:   
            I said: …   

[family member’s first name] said: …     
I said: …   
[family member’s first name] said: … 
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APPENDIX D: CHARACTERISTICS OF SECRETS 
INSTRUCTIONS: Based on the secret you just recalled, please rate your perceptions of 
the secret on the following scales. 
 
The secret that I am currently keeping from my family member is…… 
 
Valence: (Vangelisti & Caughlin, 1997) 
 
Extremely positive: 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 :Extremely negative 
Extremely good: 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 :Extremely bad 
 
Seriousness (Vrij, Nunkoosing, Paterson, Oosterwegel, & Soukara, 2002) 
 
Extremely insignificant: 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 :Extremely significant 
Extremely trivial: 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 :Extremely serious 
Extremely mild: 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 :Extremely severe 
Extremely big: 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 :Extremely small (R) 
Extremely important: 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 :Extremely unimportant (R) 
 
Identification (Vangelisti & Caughlin, 1997) 
 
Not at all part of me: 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 :Very much part of me 
Extremely insignificant to me: 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 :Extremely significant to me 
Not at all essential to my identity: 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 :Essential to my identity 
 
 
(R) = reverse-coded 
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APPENDIX E: ATTRIBUTES AND FUNCTIONS OF IMAGINED SECRET REVELATION 
INSTRUCTIONS: Please think about the imagined interaction you described previously. 
The following items ask about the interaction in which you imagined revealing the secret 
you described to [family member’s first name]. Please read each item carefully and answer 
it as honestly as possible. 
 
1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree 
 
Frequency 
I imagine revealing this secret to [family member’s first name] many times throughout the 
week.  
I frequently imagine disclosing my secret to [family member’s first name]. 
I rarely imagine myself revealing my secret to [family member’s first name]. (R) 
I often imagine disclosing my secret to [family member’s first name] throughout a day.  
 
Valence (positivity) 
I enjoy imagining disclosing my secret to [family member’s first name]. 
My imagined disclosure to [family member’s first name] is usually quite unpleasant. (R) 
My imagined secret disclosure to [family member’s first name] is usually enjoyable. 
My imagined secret disclosure to [family member’s first name] usually involves happy or 
fun activities. 
 
Specificity 
When I imagine revealing my secret to [family member’s first name], it tends to be detailed 
and well-developed. 
It is hard recalling the details of my imagined secret revelation to [family member’s first 
name]. (R) 
My imagined secret revelation to [family member’s first name] is very specific because I 
envision where the conversation takes place. 
When I imagine revealing my secret to [family member’s first name], I often have only a 
vague idea of what s/he says. (R) 
 
Self-dominance 
I talk a lot in my imagined secret disclosure to [family member’s first name]. 
[family member’s first name] dominates the conversation in my imagined secret 
revelation. (R) 
I dominate the conversation when I imagine disclosing my secret to [family member’s first 
name]. 
When I imagine revealing my secret to [family member’s first name], s/he talks a lot. (R) 
 
Self-understanding 
My imagined secret disclosure to [family member’s first name] helps me to actually talk 
about feelings or problems later with him/her. 
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My imagined secret revelation to [family member’s first name] helps me understand 
him/her better in relation to me. 
Imagining disclosing my secret to [family member’s first name] helps me understand 
myself better. 
My imagined secret revelation to [family member’s first name] helps me to clarify my 
thoughts and feelings. 
 
Rehearsal 
Having the imagined disclosure to [family member’s first name] helps me plan what I am 
going to say for an anticipated encounter with him/her. 
I imagine revealing my secret to [family member’s first name] before going into a situation 
when I know [family member’s first name] will be evaluating me. 
Having the imagined disclosure to [family member’s first name] makes me feel more 
confident and relaxed before I actually talk with him/her. 
I imagine revealing my secret to [family member’s first name] in order to practice what I 
am actually going to say to him/her.  
 
Catharsis 
Having the imagined disclosure to [family member’s first name] helps me relieve tension 
and stress.  
The imagined revelation to [family member’s first name] helps me reduce uncertainty 
about his/her actions and behaviors. 
Thinking about revealing my secret to [family member’s first name] actually increases 
tension, anxiety, and stress. (R) 
The imagined disclosure to [family member’s first name] makes me feel tense when I think 
about what he or she would say. (R) 
 
Conflict linkage 
My imagined secret revelation to [family member’s first name] usually involves conflicts 
or arguments.  
I rarely recall old arguments about revealing secrets to [family member’s first name] in my 
mind. (R) 
I often cannot stop thinking about my imagined disclosure to [family member’s first name] 
when I'm angry at him/her. 
Having the imagined revelation to [family member’s first name] helps me manage conflict 
with him/her.  
It is sometimes hard to forget old arguments about disclosing my secret to [family 
member’s first name]. 
 
Compensation 
I use the imagined revelation as a way to make up for the absence of real communication 
about my secret. 
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I use the imagined revelation to [family member’s first name] as a substitution for really 
disclosing my secret to him/her. 
I use the imagined revelation of my secret to [family member’s first name] to compensate 
for not really revealing the secret to him/her. 
It is rare for me to imagine disclosing my secret to [family member’s first name] outside 
of his/her physical presence because I believe in the saying, “out of sight, out of mind.” (R) 
 
Relational maintenance 
I use the imagined secret revelation to think about the close bond I have with [family 
member’s first name]. 
Having the imagined revelation to [family member’s first name] helps keep our 
relationship alive. 
The imagined disclosure to [family member’s first name] is an important way for me to 
keep him/her in my thoughts. 
Having the imagined revelation to [family member’s first name] helps me maintain a close 
bond with him/her.  
 
 
(R) = reverse-coded 
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APPENDIX F: LIKELIHOOD OF REVELATION  
(Vangelisti, Caughlin, & Timmerman, 2001) 
 
INSTRUCTIONS: Please think about the secret you imagined revealing to [family 
member’s first name]. On the following scales, please indicate the likelihood that you will 
reveal that secret to [family member’s first name] in the near future (e.g., the next six 
months)? 
 
Very unlikely: 1  2  3  4  5  6  7 :Very likely 
 
How likely are you to reveal the secret to [family member’s first name] in the near future? 
 
How likely are you to tell the secret to [family member’s first name] in the near future? 
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APPENDIX G: RELATIONSHIP SATISFACTION  
(Huston, McHale, & Crouter, 1986) 
 
INSTRUCTIONS: Now, please think about the RELATIONSHIP YOU CURRENTLY 
HAVE with [family member’s first name]. Please think about your relationship over the 
last three months and use the following words and phrases to describe it.  
 
For example, if you think that your relationship during the last three months has been very 
miserable, please click the circle right next to the word “miserable.” If you think it has been 
very enjoyable, please click the circle right next to “enjoyable.” If you think it has been 
somewhere in between, please click the circle where you think it belongs.  
 

1. miserable: ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ :enjoyable  
2. hopeful: ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ :discouraging (R) 
3. free: ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ :tied down (R)  
4. empty: ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ :full  
5. interesting: ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ :boring (R) 
6. rewarding: ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ :disappointing (R) 
7. doesn’t give me much chance: ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___:brings out 

the best in me 
8. lonely: ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ :friendly  
9. hard: ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ :easy 
10. worthwhile: ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ :useless (R) 

  
All things considered, how satisfied or dissatisfied have you been with your relationship 
with [family member’s first name] over the last three months? Please click the circle in the 
space that best describes how satisfied you have been. 
 

11. ____    ____    ____    ____     ____     ____      ____ 
 completely             neutral               completely satisfied         
dissatisfied 

 
 
(R) = reverse-coded 
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APPENDIX H: TARGETS’ ANTICIPATED REACTIONS 
INSTRUCTIONS: Please think back to the imagined secret disclosure that you described 
earlier. We are interested in how you imagine [family member’s first name] would respond 
if you told him/her about your secret. The following items describe some of the reactions 
that family members might have when they are told about a secret.  
 
Think about your imagined secret disclosure and how you imagine [family member’s first 
name] would react if you told him/her about your secret. Please answer the following 
questions (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree). 
  
“Hard” emotional reactions 
[family member’s first name] would be mad at me if I told him/her about my secret. 
[family member’s first name] would NOT be angry with me if I disclosed my secret to 
him/her. (R) 
[family member’s first name] would be upset if I revealed my secret to him/her.  
[family member’s first name] would be furious if I told him/her about my secret.  
[family member’s first name] would hate me if I disclosed my secret to him/her.  
 
“Soft” emotional reactions 
[family member’s first name] would be disappointed in me if I revealed my secret to 
him/her. 
[family member’s first name] would feel hurt if I told him/her about my secret.  
[family member’s first name] would feel sad if I disclosed my secret to him/her.  
[family member’s first name] would be scared if I revealed my secret to him/her. 
[family member’s first name] would NOT be worried if I told him/her about my 
secret. (R) 
[family member’s first name] would feel anxious if I disclosed my secret to him/her. 
 
Lecturing/Questioning 
[family member’s first name] would lecture me if I revealed my secret to him/her. 
[family member’s first name] would interrogate me if I told him/her about my secret.                     
[family member’s first name] would ask me a lot of questions if I disclosed my secret to 
him/her. 
[family member’s first name] would try to explain things to me if I revealed my secret to 
him/her. 
[family member’s first name] would NOT ask probing questions if I told him/her about 
my secret. (R) 
 
Adverse communication reactions 
[family member’s first name] would make fun of me if I disclosed my secret to him/her. 
[family member’s first name] criticize me if I revealed my secret to him/her. 
[family member’s first name] scold me if I told him/her about my secret.  
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[family member’s first name] would NOT argue with me if I disclosed my secret to 
him/her. (R) 
[family member’s first name] would blame me if I revealed my secret to him/her. 
[family member’s first name] would say something hurtful to me if I told him/her about 
my secret.  
 
Aggressive reactions 
[family member’s first name] would yell at me if I disclosed my secret to him/her.  
[family member’s first name] would threaten me if I revealed my secret to him/her.                     
[family member’s first name] would physically abuse me (e.g., beat me) if I told him/her 
about my secret.                     
[family member’s first name] would hit or slap me if I revealed my secret to him/her.  
[family member’s first name] would be gentle with me if I told him/her my secret. (R) 
 
Positive emotional reactions 
[family member’s first name] would be happy if I disclosed my secret to him/her.    
[family member’s first name] would be excited if I revealed my secret to him/her.      
[family member’s first name] would be proud if I told him/her about my secret. 
[family member’s first name] would be full of joy if I disclosed my secret to him/her. 
 
Neutral responses 
[family member’s first name] would keep quiet if I revealed my secret to him/her.      
[family member’s first name] would NOT really care if I told him/her about my secret.  
[family member’s first name] would be calm if I disclosed my secret to him/her.  
[family member’s first name] would be speechless if I revealed my secret to him/her.  
[family member’s first name] would avoid talking with me if I told him or her about my 
secret.  
 
Problem solving 
[family member’s first name] would help me to solve the problem if I disclosed my secret 
to him/her.  
[family member’s first name] would talk with me about how to deal with the issue if I 
revealed my secret to him/her.  
[family member’s first name] would tell me how I should handle the problem if I told 
him/her about my secret.   
[family member’s first name] would try to fix things if I disclosed my secret to him/her. 
 
Supportive/understanding/agreement 
[family member’s first name] would understand if I revealed my secret to him/her.  
[family member’s first name] would care about me if I told him/her about my secret.                     
[family member’s first name] would forgive me if I disclosed my secret to him/her. 
[family member’s first name] would support me if I revealed my secret to him/her.                    
[family member’s first name] would trust me if I told him/her about my secret.                     
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[family member’s first name] would NOT reassure me if I disclosed my secret to 
him/her. (R) 
 
Time-influenced responses 
[family member’s first name] would be upset at first, and then would want to know how 
to support me if I revealed my secret to him/her. 
[family member’s first name] would react emotionally, and then would offer me some 
advice if I told him/her about my secret.  
[family member’s first name] would initially freak out, and then would try to help me if I 
disclosed my secret to him/her.                    
[family member’s first name] would be agitated at first, and then would calm down if I 
revealed my secret to him/her.  
                    
Unsure/Uncertain 
I have no idea how [family member’s first name] would react if I told him/her about my 
secret.                    
I am unsure of how [family member’s first name] would respond if I disclosed my secret 
to him/her. 
I only have a vague idea of how [family member’s first name] would react if I revealed 
my secret to him/her. 
I know exactly how [family member’s first name] would respond if I told him/her about 
my secret. (R)                   
I am certain of the way [family member’s first name] would react if I disclosed my secret 
to him/her. (R) 
                   
Shocked/Surprised 
[family member’s first name] would be shocked if I revealed my secret to him/her. 
[family member’s first name] would be stunned if I told him/her about my secret.  
[family member’s first name] would be flabbergasted if I disclosed my secret to him/her.                     
[family member’s first name] would NOT be surprised if I revealed my secret to him/her. 
(R) 
[family member’s first name] would act like s/he already knew about the secret if I told 
him/her about my secret. (R) 
 
 
(R) = reverse-coded 
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APPENDIX I: DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

1. What is your gender? 
___Male 
___Female  
 

2. What is your age? 
___years old 

3. What is the gender of that family member that you imagined disclosing your secret 

to? 
___Male 
___Female  

4. What is the age of that family member that you imagined disclosing your secret to? 
___years old 
 

5. Do you consider yourself to be a fluent English speaker? 
Yes   
No, please indicate your primary language: ______   
 

6. What is your ethnicity? (Please mark all that apply) 
African-American or Black  
Asian or Pacific Islander  
Caucasian/White  
Hispanic or Latino  
Middle Eastern 
Native American 
Other (Please specify: _______________) 
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