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Introduction
Secret sharing may play a particularly important role in friendship, such that patterns of
confiding and withholding secrets may provide more information about social structure and
intimate relationships than sharing other types of information.

We know that even young children can keep secrets, but it is unclear if they understand
that other people can glean social information about friendships based on how secrets are
kept and disclosed. Children are more likely to tell their own secrets to people they are close
to, and are more likely to keep the secrets of these same people. Children in the early years
of school also, rate people who keep secrets as more trustworthy than people who tell secrets,
and view the ability to trust someone to keep a secret as an important quality in deciding
whether to be friends with that person.

We investigate whether (and when) children understand the broader social
significance of secrets. Although children keep their partner's secrets and expect their
partners to reciprocate, the fact that the vast majority of this research uses first-person
measures (e.g., does a child tell a secret), means that the previous research does not {and
cannot) reveal whether children use secret disclosure as a cue to discern third-party
patterns of friendship. Children could selectively tell their friend (Person A) a secret
without understanding that someone outside of that relationship (Person B) could use that
behavior (secret sharing) to make an inference about the child's friendship (with Person A).
Third-party measures, on the other hand, which ask how children think about relationships
outside of their own interactions, can reveal sophisticated reasoning about friendship early
in development. In Study 1, we compared children's reasoning about secret sharing to their

reasoning about sharing of physical objects.

Method
Participants: Seventy-one participants were tested in this study, including: twenty-four 3-

to 5-year-olds, thirty-one 6- to 8-year-olds, and sixteen 9- to 12-year-olds.

Procedure: Children were introduced to three gender-matched characters, placed in a
triangle with a central character on top and two characters on the bottom. Children were
told that the top character (main character) shared a personal secret with one of the other

two characters, and gave a cookie to the final character. The side of the character who was



told the secret was counterbalanced across subjects. Children were then asked whom the
top character was better friends with. Children's choices were recorded as picking either

the person who was told the secret or the person who was given a cookie.

D = cookie

Percentage of Choices

3105 6108 9tof2

Figure 1. Results of Study 1. The graph shows the percentage of children in each age group
of each study who chose each character as the main character's likely friend. Children chose
between a person to whom the main character gave a cookie {white bars) or the person to
whom the main character told a secret (dark gray bars). Asterisks indicate significant

differences according to two-tailed binomial probability tests.
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