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From government conspiracies to couples having affairs, secrets permeate every level of society. Secrets 
have existed throughout time, but the nature of secrets has recently changed in our society. Today's 
families face special dilemmas about secrecy, privacy, silence, and openness. 
 
The questions we need to concern ourselves with are: When should I keep a secret? How do I tell a secret 
without hurting anyone? How do I know the time is right? I've learned the answers as I've witnessed--
sometimes with terror, more often with joy, and always with deep respect--families making the 
courageous journey from secrecy to openness. 
 
Secrets are kept or opened for many complex motives, from self-serving abuses of power 
to altruistic protection of others. Understanding the best ways and situations in which to reveal a family 
secret can help you decide when and how to do so. 
 
HOW SECRETS SABOTAGE 
 
Although we encounter secrets in every area of life, they are perhaps most destructive when kept in the 
home. Families are support systems; our identity and ability to form close relationships with others depend 
upon the trust and communication we feel with loved ones. If family members keep secrets from each 
other--or from the outside world--the emotional fallout can last a lifetime. 
 
There are four main ways that family secrets shape and scar us: 

• they can divide family members, permanently estranging them; 

• they can discourage individuals from sharing information with anyone outside the family, inhibiting 
formation of intimate relationships; 

• they can freeze development at crucial points in life, preventing the growth of self and identity; 

• they can lead to painful miscommunication within a family, causing unnecessary guilt and doubt. 
 
SHATTERING THE TRIANGLE 
 
Not all secrets are destructive. Many are essential to establishing bonds between two people. When 
siblings keep secrets from their parents, for example, they attain a sense of independence and a feeling of 
closeness. But the creation of any secret between two people in a family actually forms a triangle: it always 
excludes--and therefore involves--another. 
When family members suspect that important information is being withheld from them, they may pursue 
the content of the secret in ways that violate privacy. A mother reads her daughter's diary. A husband rifles 
through his wife's purse. Relationships corrode with suspicion. Conversely, family members may respond 
to a secret with silence and distance, which affect areas of life that have nothing to do with the secret. 
Either way, the secret wedges a boulder between those who know it and those who don't. To remove this 
obstacle, families must break the triangle formation. 
 
BREAKING FAMILY RULES 
 
Some families create inviolable rules to keep information hidden, making it impossible for members to ask 
for assistance or to use needed resources in the outside world. Even problems that do not touch on the 
secret may go unresolved if resolution requires outside help. 
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