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Abstract

Professional secrecy, which is mandated in certain careers, seems to affect 

partners in their committed relationships. Partners of those with work-mandated secrecy 

may perceive that they enact certain behaviors based upon how they communicate around 

the imposed secrecy. The communication privacy management theory (CPM) aids in 

understanding how partners make decisions about how they communicate around secrecy 

within their relational culture and how they manage dialectical tensions due to work- 

mandated secrecy. This Human Science study is grounded in constructionism, informed 

by the theory of social construction of reality, guided by narrative inquiry, and used 

conversational interviewing and thematic analysis to gain an understanding of the lived 

experiences of those whose partners are constrained by work-mandated secrecy. The 

following five themes emerged: (a) Protection against adverse consequences: Do I need 

to know?, (b) We have our system: Coded language, similes, and so on, (c) It’s different 

when my partner is not at home, (d) I try not to bury my head but I try not to probe either, 

sometimes curiosity just gets the best of me, and (e) Do I measure up?. These themes 

allow for a discussion that demonstrates how partners in committed relationships may be 

affected by work-mandated secrecy.
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Introduction to the Research

In a committed relationship two people experience a variety of communication 

issues. One problematic factor affecting couples' communication may be a perceived lack 

of honesty. That perception may be affected by the presence of relational secrecy.

Secrecy in a relationship, however, is not always a relational choice. For instance, a 

relationship in which one of the partners has a classified career may suffer consequences 

of this career-related secrecy. This type of secrecy might be interpreted by the other 

partner as affecting the relationship. This particular scenario is a reflection of my own 

committed relationship (marriage).

My husband is a soldier in the United States Army where his particular military 

occupation specialty (MOS), his job, is classified. Not only does he hold a security 

clearance, but he is also legally restricted from revealing any information about his job. 

Secrecy originating from his MOS will affect our relationship for the next seventy years 

because of a U.S. Army contract swearing him to that secrecy. Communication in our 

relationship, from my perspective, can be stressful at times. The concerns I have are 

questions of his safety, if  he has to kill others in Iraq, how closely he interacts with the 

enemies, etc. None of these questions will ever be answered in my lifetime due to the 

secrecy my husband is sworn to uphold. As a result, ambiguity seems to form the 

framework of our everyday interactions rather than details and explanation. I have 

developed the perspective of having to embrace ambiguity regarding his oath which has 

become essential for me in dealing with secrecy as a “normal” part of our marriage. My
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personal experience with secrecy in a committed relationship has created a curiosity in 

me to understand how others deal with their partners and career-related secrecy.



Chapter 1 

Review of Related Literature

1.1 Defining Various Views o f  Committed Relationships

There is some extant scholarly literature about: (a) aspects of committed 

relationships, and (b) secrecy in relationships. First, it is essential to define several 

researchers’ ideas about committed relationships. Finkenauer and Hazam (2000) 

describe commitment in a relationship as “a person’s willingness to continue her/his 

relationship in the future, because she/he views the relationship as rewarding and does 

not have desirable alternatives to the relationship” (p. 249). There are three different 

types of commitment as suggested by Weber and Harvey (1994): (a) “want to”, (b)

“ought to”, and (c) “have to” commitment. In “relationship^ all of] these types [of 

commitment] blend together in different ways at different times” (p. 155). Want to 

commitment can be described as the desire to be with a particular person, as compared to 

ought to commitment where one or both partners are fulfilling an obligation to be 

together. Have to commitment differs from ought to commitment because partners need 

to stay together possibly for financial reasons, children, or insurance. These three types of 

commitment posit that partners will have different reasons for commitment. A further 

clarification of defining relational commitment is that it is “a kind of love . . . that holds 

people together in the absence of love” Brickman’s 1987 study (as cited in Weber & 

Harvey, 1994, p. 154). Commitment and love are often interdependent terms; however, 

being committed to another person may not always be the same as loving another person. 

Lund’s 1985 study suggests “commitment . . . refers to the intention to continue a
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relationship [and] love, on the other hand, is a powerful feeling about another person” (as 

cited in Wood, 1995, p. 201). One can love another without wanting to be in a committed 

relationship. Love, however, does overlap with the level of commitment one chooses to 

uphold and both of these ideas about relationship can be understood as components of 

intimacy. There are several relational theorists who have explored various aspects of 

committed relationships such as: (a) “relational culture” (Wood, 1995), (b) “mutuality” 

(Josselson, 1996), and (c) “dialectical tensions” (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). These 

three concepts delineate relational dynamics in ways that can provide a practical lens 

through which to understand the processes involved in relationship, love, and 

commitment.

1.2 Relational Closeness, Mutuality, and Tension

Partnerships are based in interpersonal relationships in which two people have certain 

unique emergent communication behaviors. Galvin and Wilkinson (2000) suggest a 

communication perspective of relationship is formed by “interpersonal communication 

[that] occurs when two or more people engage in voluntary, ongoing, interdependent 

interaction which involve meaningful interpretations of their verbal and nonverbal 

behaviors” (p. 8). When partners decide to commit to one another, they begin to construct 

a “relational culture” (Wood, 1995) between the two of them in which these behaviors 

are practiced. Wood (1995) explains relational culture as the “processes, structures, and 

practices that create, express, and sustain personal relationships and the identities of 

partners” (p. 150). As individuals, each partner has a cultural history and family 

background, expectations, and a style of loving; as the partners’ experiences of the world
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combine during the relational process a new culture emerges. During the process of 

relational culture construction, “private meanings, conveyed verbally and nonverbally, 

separate the partners from others” (Galvin & Wilkinson, 2000, p. 10). This unique 

combination creates a third culture that embeds their unique selves and their particular 

way of relating to each other. Josselson (1996) refers to this third culture or Wood’s view 

of relational culture as a process of “mutuality, [which] is a[n on-going] joint creation and 

always occurs in the space between people, as a product of both of them, with each 

individual contributing to, participating in, and taking from it” (p. 149). Partners add to 

their experiences through the practices or the daily activities they are involved in which 

create structures or “ways of organizing [the] relationship” (p.151). The types of practices 

and structures of the relationship can help determine partners’ position on a continuum in 

which mutuality is thought of as simple companionship on one end and intimate 

partnership on the other. As simple companions one might view another as just someone 

they can talk to versus an intimate partner with whom emotions are shared through 

experiences. Josselson (1996) further describes a partnership as “neither solely inner 

reality nor objectively ‘there’. It is a product of our mutual creativity” (p.151). The 

mutual creativity happens between the two ends of the continuum. In a committed 

relationship a person shifts from thinking about herself/himself as an individual and 

begins to consider their partner as part of their identity. When one begins to recognize a 

change in her or his identity from being an individual to including another person the 

process of mutuality naturally emerges. Although couples begin to think in terms of 

togetherness and “the we” (Josselson, 1996) it may be difficult for the individuals to
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describe the culture they create because it is not internal or external but exists in the space 

“between” (Buber, 1958; Josselson, 1996). The concept of space in mutuality boundaries 

can be described as the between (we), the individual self (me), and the other (you). 

Josselson (1996) refers to these boundaries as the willingness to lower or raise one’s 

guard and allow for mutual emotions to be created and to begin thinking of the we instead 

of just the me. Committed partners are suggested to have successful relationships when 

they understand “much of the strife between couples is not about the boundary between 

you and me but between we and me” (p. 164, emphasis in original). Mutuality boundaries 

also help to establish trust between committed partners because as a partnership emerges, 

individuals are more confident that the we will be respected and expectations will not be 

violated. Emergent expectations may also come from how partners organize their 

relationship. Wood’s (1995) communication perspective describes the organization of 

partner’s relational culture as complementary, symmetrical, or parallel. Wood explains 

that complementary partners are interdependent and one partner tends to dominate the 

relationship, while parallel couples tend to be a little less interdependent and share the 

decision making process more. In symmetrically structured relationships partners are 

independent, but mutual, and share equal power in the decision making processes (p.

162). Partners create unique cultures unto themselves depending on the mix of the 

various aforementioned structures. In some cases, a specific contextual practice within a 

relationship such as secrecy can make the process of commitment and its relational 

structuring difficult. Wood (2004) extends the idea that these ongoing relational tensions 

become normalized with the “relational culture [thereby affecting] . . . how a couple
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manages relational dialectics” (p.305). As a result, the way in which a couple deals with 

the chronic tension of a particular condition within their relational culture can play a 

positive or negative role in relational difficulties.

1.3 Relationship Dynamics with Secrecy

Baxter and Montgomery (1996) support the notion that problems can occur in the 

process of a couple’s relational culture when dialectical tensions emerge within the 

mundane interaction between committed partners. Various dialectical tensions have been 

defined in the study of interpersonal communication, which suggests that couples engage 

in dialogue directed toward negotiation and compromise in order to accommodate the 

tensions of “autonomy and connection, novelty and predictability, and openness and 

closedness” (Wood, 1995; Baxter & Montgomery, 1996; Petronio, 2002). Within the 

phenomenon of relational communication and secrecy, these dialectical tensions can help 

set and guide partners’ ways of dealing with secrecy. If a partner’s relationship involves 

secrecy, the relational culture will have to work with and accommodate the concealment 

of information. Wood (1995) suggests “intimates find areas of secrecy undesirable” 

(p.160), which potentially increases the relational tensions stemming from required 

practices of secrecy. The increase of relational tensions and “perceptions of [the presence 

of] partner dishonesty [are] associated with lower levels of relational satisfaction and 

commitment” (Cole, 2001, p. 121). The level of relational satisfaction may also be 

recognized by third parties, which is dependent upon the person with whom secrets are 

shared and/or withheld. For example, Goodall (2005) described how his father’s work- 

mandated secrecy as a CIA agent affected his parents’ relationship and eventually
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affected his life. He expressed dissatisfaction with his family’s secrecy, not knowing his 

father’s “other identity”, and the types of communication behaviors his family practiced. 

When secrecy is present in a partnership it may be necessary for people to use 

“metaphors [that] are by their very nature language tricks, words used to create 

analogues, analogues which themselves can hide the truth as well as reveal it” (p. 502), or 

others may create privacy boundaries in order to manage secrecy.

1.4 Managing Secrecy in Relationships

The management of secrecy in a relationship has been defined as “communication 

privacy management” (Petronio, 2002). Communication privacy management theory 

(CPM) lays a theoretical foundation for this study in understanding “how individuals 

make decisions to disclose private information to others and how this relational process is 

coordinated” (Petronio as cited in Durham, 2008, p. 134). Disclosure and private 

disclosure are featured in CPM, rather than self-disclosure, because people think not only 

of themselves, but of others who may be involved as well.

CPM concentrates on five basic principles. The first principle is private information. 

Petronio (2002) tells us that “making private information the content of disclosure allows 

us to explore the way privacy and intimacy are separated but related fundamentally to the 

act of disclosure” (p. 5). If one is less private and discloses more information, then the 

level of intimacy between two people may increase. Intimacy can also be obtained in 

other ways, such as doing for each other; therefore, intimacy and disclosure are to some 

extent independent of one another.
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Secondly, the boundaries between what is public and private information must be 

decided upon by the secret holder(s). Petronio (2002) identifies two types of boundaries: 

personal boundaries or owner’s boundaries, and collective or co-owner’s boundaries.

The type of boundaries one sets will determine the amount of control they have over 

sharing information. Petronio (2002) suggests “people may have very thin boundaries 

resulting in less control and more openness” or they may have thicker boundaries with 

more control and be less revealing (p. 10). These boundaries are used by people to create 

a rules-system to determine when they will or will not share private information with 

others. If a person has expected socialized patterns of what is shared within the 

relationship, with whom, and when information is shared, then, CPM suggests there may 

be consequences when those patterns are violated.

The third principle focuses on the control of whether information is owned or co

owned and whether one believes he/she is vulnerable (Petronio, 2002, p. 3). Owned 

information is the information only the secret holder knows. When one decides to reveal 

private information to another it becomes co-owned and “collectively owned information 

is controlled mutually by those privy to it” (p. 10). The control of the information is then 

the responsibility of the informee in addition to the original owner. One gives up some 

control of the secretive information; therefore, he/she may be left feeling vulnerable 

because a third party can now obtain the secretive information from another. Whether the 

information is shared with an external, third party depends on the boundaries and rules 

systems set by partners.
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Petronio (2002) describes three management processes for handling private 

information. First, a person’s privacy rules must have an underlying reason for the way in 

which rules develop. Secondly, the process of boundary coordination must “reflect how 

privacy is regulated through rules when people are engaged in managing collective 

boundaries” (p. 12). These boundaries tend to be constructed from co-owned information. 

And finally, privacy management can be anticipated by treating secrecy as dialectic in 

nature. Communication privacy management is “grounded in the unity of dialectics 

including disclosure-privacy, concealing-revealing, public-private, openness-closedness, 

and autonomy-connectedness” (p. 12). Privacy-disclosure contradiction is the principle 

tension Petronio focuses on in CPM, with all others as secondary tensions. Depending on 

the circumstances, when information is revealed or withheld dialectical tensions are then 

exposed.

Dialectical tension can be viewed in various relational stages. The notion of 

stages means no matter what level of commitment two individuals have to one another, 

the relationship is never static. Knapp and Vangelisti (2000) suggest that relationships go 

through stages that can eventually build into bonding (marriage) or they may come apart 

in avoidance and eventually termination (p. 127). Secrecy can be a factor in the latter 

stages of a relationship as the act violates trust, honesty, friendship, and respect with 

which committed relationships are associated. Classified secrecy has the potential to 

appear as a relational violation, and therefore, relational partners must develop other parts 

of their relationship-through-communication so that secrecy will not be perceived as a 

violation.
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1.5 Defining Secrecy and How it Affects Relationship Satisfaction

One can describe secrecy as the opposite of disclosure as is done by two 

communication researchers, Finkenauer and Hazam (2000), who portray disclosure as the 

act of revealing information during interaction with another while secrecy is “information 

that (at least) one person actively and consciously withholds from (at least) one other 

person” (p.247). Disclosing information and secrecy, in this case, are independent acts 

that are related opposites. Bok (1982) describes “the word ‘secrecy’ [as] the resulting 

concealment [of information]. It also denotes the methods used to conceal, ... and the 

practices of concealment, as in trade secrecy or professional confidentiality” (p. 6). Like 

Finkenauer and Hazam, Bok recognizes that secrecy differs from deception. She states, 

“while all deception requires secrecy, all secrecy is not meant to deceive” (p. 7). The 

practice of secrecy in a professional career can affect couples’ communication and their 

relationships. Finkenauer’s and Hazam’s research findings suggest that two factors, 

“contextual disclosure and secrecy . . . are associated with relationship satisfaction” (p. 

248). Over long periods of time the quality, but not quantity of secrets revealed in order 

to address conflict seems to strengthen relationships. Secrecy can be positive in 

relationships when it is used to protect others; however, the individuals withholding 

secrets tend to be less satisfied in marriage than those who reveal information 

(Finkenauer & Hazam, 2000, p. 258). The type or quality of secrecy, then, as an ongoing 

relational issue, seems to relate to partners’ level of perceived relational satisfaction.
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1.6 Types o f  Secrecy

Goffman (1959) suggests that there are five types of secrecy: (a) dark secrets, (b) 

strategic secrets, (c) inside secrets, (d) entrusted secrets, and (e) free secrets (pp. 141

143). Dark secrets are those that misrepresent the truth because facts are not openly 

revealed. These secrets are most likely to negatively affect a couple’s relationship while 

strategic secrets can be assumed to affect task dimensions more than the relational 

dimensions concerning couples. Strategic secrets are those used by groups to protect 

ideas from competitors or enemies; these secrets are used by the military. Strategic 

secrets may be revealed at some point because the information being withheld is likely to 

be plans for future action, such as an attack by the military on an enemy, “where as an 

effort may be made to keep dark secrets secret forever” (Goffman, 1959, p. 142). Inside 

secrets, on the other hand, are used to “help groups feel separate and different from those 

individuals who are not in the know” (p. 142). Inside secrets are present many times in 

social groups. In social situations group members or leaders decide with whom 

information will or will not be shared. Goffman suggests, “those in the group who are not 

brought in on the secret will feel excluded and affronted when the secret finally comes to 

light” but one must also take caution regarding how many people share the information 

(p. 143). The greater the number of people who share a secret the greater the chance is 

that the secret will be disclosed. One may believe it is important to protect information 

because of his/her obligation to an organization, group, or person so they are keeping 

entrusted secrets. Entrusted secrets could affect couples’ relationships because as one 

partner decides to co-own information with the other, their relational culture will be more
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disclosing. However, if  the information is withheld from the other, the couples’ relational 

culture will be more private or closed. It can also be assumed that if  third party 

information is shared between couples, the effects of secrecy will be reflected in the 

relationship because of the responses of the owner, co-owner, and third party of the 

information. And finally, free secrets are those one knows about another that are revealed 

through involuntary disclosure, overhearing information, or careless leakage.

These five types of secrets can be applied to committed relationships. They can 

explain different levels of secrecy partners may experience and the different types of 

secrets that affect relationships in different ways. The five types of secrecy have been 

found in various professional careers throughout history such as the military, 

investigative journalism, doctors, lawyers, priests, and undercover police operations. 

Secrecy routinely practiced in careers aforementioned tends to be more serious than in 

other types of jobs, because the telling of the secrets could result in severe consequences 

such as incarceration or job loss.

1.7 Secrecy Historically Present In Careers

The level of work-mandated secrecy one must uphold may depend on the type of 

career she/he has. Doctors, lawyers, and priests have traditionally been expected to keep 

confidentiality. Bok (1982) defines confidentiality as “the boundaries surrounding shared 

secrets and the process of guarding these boundaries” (p. 119). The boundaries refer to 

the information the professional is made privy to by her/his clients. The secrets that must 

be withheld in these types of careers are entrusted secrets. Professions and individuals 

vary in the level of seriousness and “for many, a promise involves their integrity and can
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create a bond that is closer than k in s h ip .” (p. 121). Some people with work-mandated 

confidentiality uphold patient information as a means of protection. Bok refers to this 

protection as a “shield” (p. 131) that can also be used to protect the professionals 

themselves.

In careers with higher levels of secrecy like, strategic secrets, one may regard the 

shield of secrecy as an essential component to her/his career. For instance, in the military 

secrets may be used to protect an entire population or to protect Service men and women 

in times of combat. Bok recognizes that military secrecy is most often “used for 

collective secrecy, since individuals cannot usually defend themselves alone against 

military attack” (p.192). Military personnel tend to use metaphors when discussing 

information at work and likewise when classified information is perceived to be 

compromised. These metaphors can serve as code language to protect the professionals 

and can protect powerful types of secrecy. Guarding outside parties from obtaining 

powerful military secrets is essential because if classified information is obtained it “can 

come to be used for purposes of power plays within a society” (p. 198).

The same holds true for secrets withheld by those who work in undercover police 

operations. Undercover operations hold higher levels of secrecy than do those of average 

police personnel who hold lower levels of confidentiality. Patrolling officers generally 

hold secrets regarding who is arrested for what criminal acts but sometimes may carry 

secrecy a step further to protect themselves. Bok suggests “police officers often maintain 

secrecy about mistakes in arrest, excesses in interrogation, and illegal action by fellow 

officers” (p. 266). Self-protection secrecy is also used to maintain secrecy about
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undercover officers’ actual job descriptions. Similar types of secrecy are likely to be 

present in government agency careers such as the CIA. Goodall (2005) described his 

father, a CIA agent, as having another identity separate from his home life because his 

actual job description was a secret. The secrets his father kept were dark secrets used for 

protection on many different levels, which had direct effects on his family as mentioned 

earlier. While this type of secrecy is one of the most extreme cases, partners in committed 

relationships can be affected by many different types of work-mandated secrecy. The 

aforementioned professions are only a handful of the careers that people pursue in which 

work-mandated secrecy will be present. As careers change and develop over time secrecy 

may become an ever more present situation and partners’ relationships may continue to 

be affected.

In order to understand how work-mandated secrecy might affect partners’ 

relationships, ideas of relational communication theorists were explored in this chapter. 

As two people begin to create their relational culture, the partnership mutuality and an 

understanding of how to deal with dialectical tensions begin to emerge. Dialectical 

tensions were also discussed within CPM, which clarifies how boundaries are used by 

partners to set rules for what information will be shared and with whom the information 

will be shared. The information a person is able to disclose may depend on the level of 

secrecy involved as in Goffman’s five types of secrecy. Secrecy has historically been 

present in various types of careers and continues to exist today. The ramification of work- 

mandated secrecy in relationships is an area of research that can provide benefit to 

partners facing this relational challenge.

15



In this study my primary focus was to understand the lived experiences of 

partners from whom secrets are being withheld and how that partner’s perceptions of 

communication within the relationship has been affected. It is not irrelevant to understand 

the perception of the secret holders but because of the limitations in this study I only 

intended to explore the experiences of the partner from whom secrets are withheld. I was 

also curious to know how partners perceive the boundaries of sharing information to be 

established by the person whose profession requires the secrecy and how boundaries 

these particular boundaries effect their communication behaviors. How might they 

develop communication patterns, verbal or nonverbal, in order to communicate around 

the secrecy? Along with these issues I was curious to know whether or not the partner’s 

satisfaction and trust levels in their relationships might be affected. The literature at this 

point seems to be lacking regarding the secret-keepers’ partners’ perception of how 

secrecy is affecting the relationship, as well as what types of secrecy affect 

communication more. Therefore, my interest in this topic has lead to the formulation of 

my research question for this study, which is to produce a better understanding of how 

external, work-mandated secrecy might affect communication in committed relationships 

based on partners’ lived experiences of secrecy in their relationship.
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Chapter 2 

Research Methodology

To better understand this research regarding how partners from whom secrets are 

withheld perceive secrecy to affect their relationship, it was necessary to understand the 

research contexture which guides the study. The epistemological perspective that grounds 

this study, the theoretical ideas which form the logic of my research, and the methods of 

research and analysis that were used and the overall focus of my research are delineated 

in this chapter.

2.1 Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective

The term epistemology refers to how people know what they know. The 

epistemological foundation of this research is constructionism. This particular view point 

is referred to as human science, which centralizes meaning as a constructed process in 

human communication. The constructionist paradigm supports a belief that is in direct 

contrast to objectivist ideas about meaning in the world. Objectivism in social science 

research represents the notion that meaning is out in the world to be discovered and that 

there can be some final, measurable, absolute (or capital “T”) truth in a world of meaning 

in which human beings exist. Constructionists do acknowledge that there is a physical 

world, but from a constructionist view of the world, all meaningful human reality is not 

discovered, but constructed (Crotty, 2003, p. 9). Therefore, a human world of meaning is 

better understood to be ephemeral, culturally-contrived (“little t”) truth or situational 

truth. The human science researcher makes assumptions about these constructed 

cultures, experiences, and realities of everyday, human, lived experience. These

17



assumptions form the theoretical perspective which “provides a context for the process of 

research and grounds its logic and criteria” (p. 7). In this study the theoretical 

perspective which extends from constructionism is interpretivism (Crotty, 2003; Lindlof 

& Taylor, 2002) generally and the social construction of reality (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966) specifically. The perspective of interpretivism suggests that social reality is 

regarded as the product of processes by which social actors together negotiate the 

meanings for actions and situations (Crotty, 2003, p. 11). The social construction of 

reality is a theoretical perspective grounded in interpretivistic research and describes how 

people co-create meaning and understanding of their shared world. Humans 

communicate based on experiences co-constructed in social settings; therefore, particular 

changes in social contexts will influence how people create meanings in communication. 

This notion of situated meaning suggests people will have very different perceptions of 

their experiences depending on their social networks even in the same environments. 

Partners’ reactions to secrecy, a situational context within a relationship, will act to shape 

a couple’s co-constructed meaning-making. The two people involved in the relationship 

may be vulnerable to negative effects of this secrecy. As a result, intimate partners do 

respond individually and interactively to these lived experiences (whether spoken or 

unspoken) which can constrain ongoing relational construction.

2.2 Research Methodology and Method

The design, or the research methodology, links the epistemology and theoretical 

perspective with the method of research in order to create a plan for doing the study 

(Crotty, 2003). The methodological foundation for this research is narrative inquiry.

18



Narrative inquiry is a phenomenological methodology that focuses on the centrality of a 

person’s “lived meaning” (van Manen, 1990). The specific method employed in this 

research is conversational interviewing (Kvale, 1996), which is grounded in the 

theoretical perspective of interpretivism. Narrative inquiry is shaped by the researcher’s 

gender, ethnicity, race, social class, and personal history in an interactive process (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2000). This method is used to “obtain descriptions of the life world of the 

interviewee with respect to interpreting the meaning of the described phenomena”

(Kvale, 1996, p. 6). In other words, co-researchers’ lived experiences are shared through 

narrative story telling in a particular setting with the researcher. Sharing narratives is a 

way of bringing about understandings through qualitative interviewing, breaking the 

boundaries of traditional question and answer interviewing. There is no exact procedure 

to follow for qualitative interviewing because each interview is co-constructed between 

the researcher and co-researchers of the particular study. There is, however, a semi

structured technique in qualitative interviewing. According to Kvale (1996), a 

conversational style interview “is neither an open conversation nor a highly structured 

questionnaire” (p. 27). The researcher controls the interview and enacts two concepts: (a) 

craftsmanship and (b) expertise (p. 105). Kvale (1996) eloquently describes that the 

concept of craftsmanship “includes a shift from method to the person of the researcher, 

relating science to art, a skill model of transition from novice to expert, and the learning 

of research through apprenticeship” (p. 105). Through practice over time and building 

the art of interviewing the researcher becomes an expert in both her method and her topic.
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In this research I gained an understanding of my co-researchers’ lived experiences 

of how work-mandated secrecy might be affecting their relationships. My co-researchers 

and their partners are in long term, committed relationships. I defined a committed 

relationship as a romantic relationship in which two people have constructed a mutual 

bond where they desire to be together with no foreseeable end and are part of each other’s 

daily practices or lived experiences. For the partners’ relationship to be considered long 

term, partners must be committed to each other for at least two years. In relationships a 

range of secrecy may affect partners, but the types that apply to this study are (a) 

entrusted secrets and (b) strategic secrets (Goffman, 1959). These two types of secrecy 

are those in which (a) a person feels the need to protect the organization of which she/he 

is a member and (b) groups feel the need to protect ideas from competitors or enemies. 

Throughout this work the wording natural language means unrehearsed and emergent 

rather than scripted or contrived. Partners develop a way of communicating with each 

other that is unique and unrehearsed.

2.3 Participants

There are thousands of committed partners in Fairbanks who might meet the 

criteria which I was looking for in co-researchers. The criteria I used to determine the 

selection of my co-researchers includes: (a) a co-researcher must be committed to her/his 

current partner for at least two years or experientially reflect on such a relationship held 

within the last ten years, (b) a co-researcher’s significant other must be employed by a 

government agency in which he/she specifically has a classified job, and (c) a co

researcher must to be willing to share her/his relational communication experiences with

20



me. Six co-researchers were selected to be interviewed for this study. Kvale (1996) 

recommends using “ 15+10” (p. 102) participants in conversational interviewing research. 

I believe that each conversation with my co-researchers evidenced a satisfactory level of 

rapport and trust, which produced candid and open conversations for my final analysis.

2.4 Procedure

After receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), I posted 

flyers to solicit co-researchers to interview for my study. Interested individuals were 

asked to contact me by phone or e-mail to provide me with their contact information. I 

also contacted the military spouses with whom I have prior acquaintance before I started 

my research via e-mail. The response from participants was slow in the beginning of my 

research; therefore, I asked for referrals from friends and faculty members. From the first 

few interviews I was also able to use the snowball method and have my co-researchers 

refer other people to participate. During my initial conversations with my co-researchers,

I explained my research and my intent to use conversational interviewing and narrative 

inquiry in order to gain an understanding of how the partner’s required secrecy affects 

communication in couples’ relationships. I contacted those who had an interest in 

participating in my study to set up a date, time, and place for the interview. It was also 

important to inform the co-researchers of my plan to assign a pseudonym to each person 

to keep their identities confidential. I did not ask for classified information to be revealed, 

only how the necessary withholding of information affects relationships. Each co

researcher was asked to sign an informed consent waiver (Appendix A) at the beginning 

of the interview, which mentions no risk should be involved in the interview process,
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however, a listing of local counselors (Appendix B) and a relevant article (Appendix C) 

on the subject can be provided upon request.

I recorded each interview using a digital audio-recorder. Each interview was 

between 38 minutes to 58 minutes, with the exception of one eleven minute interview. I 

began transcribing each interview as soon as possible after completing the interview. 

Kvale (1996) suggests that “transcribing involves translating from an oral language, with 

its own set of rules, to a written language with another set of rules” (p. 165). I 

transformed the interviews from data to capta in the context of the written culture and 

began the narrative analysis part of my research as soon as my first interview was 

transcribed.

2.5 Researcher as the Research Tool

In human science research, the researcher is understood to be the research tool. 

The researcher is the instrument used to collect data, as well as analyze capta and 

interpret the research. It is necessary for the researcher to recognize that her intellectual 

finger prints are all over the research study. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explain that 

the researcher must be willing to present a less-than-perfect image of herself in the 

inquiry process. In other words, the researcher must be reflexive and demonstrate 

transparency in the research process.

Reflexivity as explained by Lindlof and Taylor (2002) is the practice of 

accounting for the researcher’s own thought processes and role in social action. The 

concept of the researcher setting aside her experiences during data collection is referred 

to as “bracketing” (Creswell, 2007; Husserl, 1927/1971; & Moustakas, 1994). According
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to Creswell (2007) bracketing allows the researcher to “take a fresh perspective toward 

the phenomenon under examination” (p. 60). I have tried to acknowledge my biases and 

past experiences with secrecy in my own committed relationship both in the collection of 

research narratives and in the construction of my own story of the lived experience of 

partnering with someone who has a classified job. As a committed partner whose 

husband has a classified job, I was aware that I understand secrecy in committed 

relationships based upon how I perceive my own experiences. It was impossible to 

remove my own experiences from this research, therefore, I have done my best to 

consciously acknowledge my views of the secrecy in committed relationships while 

listening, observing, and interpreting the data/capta (Lanigan, 1994) using my own lived 

experience as a part of that data. Capta refers to the co-researcher’s lived experience of 

the collected data from interviews (p. 110). Then, in the interpretation of emergent 

thematic structures of experience from the capta, my own experiences and reflexivity 

provided me, as researcher, insight into the coherence of the lived experience of my co

researchers. The interpretation of my co-researchers’ lived experiences led me to what I 

believe is the essence of the shared experiences of partners with externally enforced 

secrecy as a part of their relational experience.

In human science research, the details regarding the emergent themes from co

researchers’ lived experiences are necessary to validate the research. Human science 

research is considered valid if “the relevant community of scientists evaluates reported 

findings as sufficiently trustworthy to rely on them for their own research” (Mishler,

2000, p. 120). It is essential to create thick, rich descriptions in the emergent themes so
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others may be able to see what I as the researcher sees (Polkinghorne, 1988). 

Trustworthiness is established throughout the research process as the researcher 

constantly interprets and analyzes data in order to create rich descriptions. This 

continuous process is known as methodological concurrency, where “verification is built 

into the research process with continual checks on the credibility, plausibility, and 

trustworthiness of the findings” (Kvale, 1996, p.242). Methodological concurrency refers 

to all aspects of research and analysis as an ongoing process, rather than being a stepwise 

process within a linear procedure as is the case with quantitative work. The researcher is 

able to immerse herself throughout the research to provide a clear, trustworthy “social 

construction of knowledge” (Mishler, 2000, p. 120). Most social science researchers 

understand the process of methodological concurrency as a form which is an on-going 

systematic process using multiple approaches to analyze and synthesize research data. I 

have employed these techniques as a matter of research practice throughout my study.

2.6 Method o f  Analysis

In this study the data was analyzed using a narrative analytical process. My final 

analysis of the capta in this research was thematic narrative analysis. According to Kvale 

(1996) narrative analysis leads to a new story by the researcher, which is richer, more 

condensed, and more holistic than the separate stories of the co-researchers (p. 199). New 

stories were constructed within each interview, but I then transcribed the data to capta in 

order to start recognizing emergent themes. Details about each interview were included in 

the interview transcription by using the researcher’s field notes. My research notes were 

taken during the interview process to include contextual interpretations of nonverbal
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communication behaviors such as eye contact, encouraging head nods, and laughing. The 

notes were then incorporated into the transcription process to create a mental picture of 

the conversation between myself and the co-researchers. As a researcher I immersed 

myself in the capta so that she could recognize commonalities that began to emerge as 

themes (Kvale, 1996). Repetitive concepts that emerged in our conversations were 

highlighted using different colored highlighter to organize thematic ideas. I wrote down a 

list of emergent ideas from my co-researchers’ lived experiences to form subthemes. As 

my process of analysis continued, these ideas were transformed and condensed into the 

final emergent themes of the lived meanings of my co-researchers experiences with 

work-mandated secrecy.

In this study my primary focus was to gain an understanding of how partners co

construct meaning within the context of work-mandated secrecy in their relationships. 

Secondly, I wanted to understand how the partners from whom the secrets are being 

withheld were affected. My research was designed to address these ideas and to 

understand my co-researchers lived experiences, therefore, conversational interviewing 

was the best choice to address my research questions. Thematic analysis was necessary to 

weave together the co-researchers’ relevant lived experiences in regard to the perceived 

effects of work-mandated secrecy. It is their story that is being centralized in this study 

and not my ideas of how secrecy affects my relationship.
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Chapter 3 

Narrative Interviews

In human science research conversational interviews are conducted to create an 

understanding of the lived experiences of the co-researchers as each one shares her/his 

own story. In this particular study conversational interviews were used to “obtain 

qualitative descriptions of the life world” (Kvale, 1996, p.124) of my co-researchers 

regarding their perceptions of how work-mandated secrecy may affect them and the 

communication in their committed relationships. As the researcher I am the research tool, 

therefore, I used my personal story to guide the conversations, but it is the co-researchers’ 

lived experiences that are described in this chapter. Each person used her/his own voice 

and natural language to describe their experience. With the exception of one interviewee, 

my co-researchers were open, honest, and willing to share their experiences throughout 

the interviews. I have done my best to portray each story in such a way as to allow others 

to understand the new meanings that were formed between me and my co-researchers. 

Below is a descriptive report of my co-researchers’ stories, as well as, details about the 

actual interview environment.

3.1 Ashley’s Conversational Interview

Ashley is the first co-researcher I interviewed. She is a university staff member in 

her late fifties. She has been committed to her partner, Rebecca, for more than 12 years. 

On the day of our interview Ashley was recovering from the flu and still did not seem 

like she felt well. I met Ashley at her office around 10:00 a.m. where she was most 

comfortable, but unfortunately it was a bit distracting. Much of the office was covered
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with office equipment and materials which left little space for us to sit and chat. Ashley 

sat at her desk while I sat in a chair to the right of her desk that had access to a small 

table. Ashley agreed to participate in my research. However, her communication style 

during the interview seemed to be less interactive than I had anticipated. As a result, our 

interview only lasted about 11 minutes.

As the process began I asked Ashley to read and sign the informed consent form 

before we continued into our conversation. To begin I informed Ashley about the purpose 

of my study and briefly described my interest in this research topic due to my perception 

of how my husband’s work-mandated secrecy affects our relationship. I asked Ashley to 

share with me how she perceives secrecy to affect her relationship with Rebecca. She 

explained that Rebecca is “a cop and so lots of things go on that she is not really 

supposed to tell me.” Ashley did not elaborate on her partner’s job, therefore, I tried to 

probe for more information about the types of conversations that occur regarding 

Rebecca’s day at work. I did not want to know about the content of secrets withheld from 

Ashley by her partner. As a result, I asked Ashley to tell me “is it to the extent that if  your 

partner comes home from work at the end of the day, and you ask at the end of the day 

how work went, to what extent of information can you share or is it just an avoided topic 

in your relationship?”

The probing question I asked was not phrased well and resulted in Ashley’s response:

No we share, um, it’s not an avoided topic at all. It’s just she probably just doesn’t 

bring up certain things that may need to be quieter or secretive or whatever. I 

wouldn’t know about them.
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Ashley seemed hesitant, even to the point of looking off into different directions, and had 

to pause to mentally reflect on their relationship. It seemed to me that she was searching 

for the answers as if  there were no issues with secrecy in her and Rebecca’s relationship.

I continued to ask Ashley for more information while my speech rate was very 

slow and my voice sounded like I was searching for more. At this point I was not 

confident that Ashley actually perceives secrecy to be affecting her due to her limited 

elaboration. I asked, “So, it is just to the point that you know what her job description is 

and you just don’t get into what happened throughout the day as much?” Ashley 

corrected my perception by saying, “No I do, I mean, I know what she does all day and 

you know she is like pushes pencils basically and uh, but there are some things that go on 

you know that she can tell me some of but not all of.”

Ashley had just told me that Rebecca does, in fact, withhold information from her 

so I asked her to “describe a time when secrecy may have been present and you knew that 

that was the case.” After pausing for a few seconds, she described a hypothetical situation 

that could take place such as, “say there is a bank robbery or something and um . . . 

intimate details I guess that may not be told to me but that’s fine.” Even though secrets 

are present in her relationship, Ashley expressed that she thinks:

it is fine because we’re really not joined at the hip . . . Rebecca has her things and 

I have my things. I don’t tell her literally everything, I could but I don’t, and um 

she probably doesn’t tell me everything . . . it doesn’t bother me, it doesn’t bother 

either one of us.
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I wanted to understand more about why Ashley chooses not to tell Rebecca things about 

her day but I misunderstood her. She corrected me “no, no, I share stuff with her you 

know. Anything I guess that is going on.” Her statement was followed by a long pause. I 

did not ask another question or share any of my personal experience right away in order 

give Ashley more of a chance to elaborate and open up. Ashley stretched and seemed to 

be restless so I continued the conversation, “How do you think her keeping information 

could affect you?” Again Ashley went back to, “I really don’t think it could, it does.” 

Since Ashley did not perceive secrecy to be affecting her relationship, I shared my lived 

experience and how:

in my relationship if I ever ask about my partner’s job that we are not allowed to 

discuss, . . . we just have to sort of discuss around a situation maybe or . . . we 

have our own way of communicating about it.

Ashley seemed to understand my lived experience as she gave encouragement by saying, 

“right”, but did not seem to share the same type of lived meaning. I asked, “So in your 

case it is mostly a name confidentiality that can’t be shared?” Ashley replied: “Yeah, 

that’s what .. .probably.” Ashley’s feedback helped to clarify that her partner’s work- 

mandated secrecy issue is one of confidentiality; therefore, her partner is able to share 

information with her to some extent. The conversation slowed down quite a bit so I 

changed the direction of the conversation to see if Ashley had any other experience she 

could share. I asked, “Has there ever been a time when um she has been put into a 

dangerous situation maybe and you haven’t really been able to know the details of that?” 

She responded with a short, “nope” and I told her that, “sounds pretty lucky then.”
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Ashley proceeded to tell me, “yeah very lucky” that they have never had such an 

experience. Ashley believes Rebecca is relatively safe due to, “where she works, you 

know at the university because being a cop up there is way different than being a cop or 

State Trooper, so um, the clientele are just way different.” Ashley’s comparison of 

Rebecca’s job to other types of law enforcement led me to wonder whether or not 

Rebecca had ever been a State Trooper. She informed me her partner, “was an MP and uh 

she did security at Brandeis. I don’t think she has ever not been a university or military.”

I followed her statement by asking “How was the MP situation different, as far as, 

confidentiality?” She explained:

uh, I didn’t know her then so I don’t know . . . but knowing her it would be just 

fine. She wouldn’t disclose stuff. She wouldn’t say anything she wasn’t supposed 

to and uh you wouldn’t ever know it. I mean she just . . . has a way of talking 

where you don’t think that she’s withholding stuff.

Ashley was getting a little restless again and began to sift through her desk drawer as 

though she was searching for something. Eventually she located her chap stick, applied it, 

and continued with the conversation.

I tried to encourage Ashley to share by asking, “Do you think that the secrecy 

isn’t affecting your relationship as much because you don’t press to need to know more 

information?” At this point Ashley was really not feeling well and gave a short “yeah, 

probably, somewhat, you know, um, probably, sorry.” She was apologizing for not giving 

me more information but I assured her it was okay. I knew Ashley was ill and it seemed 

like our conversation was not going to continue. After a long pause I asked if there was
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anything else Ashley could share with me in regards to her lived experience with work- 

mandated secrecy. She finished the conversation after clearing her throat and another 

long pause:

um, not really I guess. Rebecca just uh tells me what she wants to tell me and I 

accept that and uh I don’t really push her for any more details. But that’s about it. 

Ashley apologized again and I respectfully said “no worries” and thanked her for her 

time.

After I cut off the audio - recording, Ashley offered to introduce me to other 

people at the university who work in different departments that have work-mandated 

secrecy. She walked me up to the Nursing Department and gave a brief introduction 

about me and my research to a group of about six people. One of the women in the 

Nursing Department offered to speak with me so Ashley directed me to her co-workers 

office and we parted our ways.

3.2 Jim ’s Conversational Interview

Jim and I met for the first time on the day of the interview in the Department of 

Communication. He is in his fifties and has been married to Maria for more than 15 

years. They do not have children together, but Jim is a stepdad to Maria’s children. Both 

Jim and Maria have worked for the local school district in their community and Maria has 

also worked in higher education at a local university. Jim arrived with a smile on his face 

and seemed very friendly. Right away my perception of Jim was positive and I believed 

him to be outgoing.
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With the late afternoon sun shining in the windows we took a seat in the interview 

room and chatted for a moment about my previous introduction to Jim’s wife, whom I 

had met a week or so before I met Jim. As he got comfortable I ask him to read and sign 

the informed consent form. After the administrative task was taken care of we were able 

to begin our conversation. I informed Jim about myself and how my interest in this 

research came about. I further described to him how secrecy has affected me by stating: 

my experience has mostly been on that military side of things . . . sometimes I 

don’t know his situation and sometimes it’s a little harder when he was deployed 

to Iraq than it is when he is actually in person. So I found out for me dealing with 

secrecy it has affected me, um maybe secrets were more withheld when I wasn’t 

face to face communicating.

I wanted to hear about Jim’s lived experience so I asked, “What has your experience 

been? What is your spouse’s job that ... to what extent do you know about the job?” Jim 

responded:

she has had three jobs as a nurse, so she has the health issues of not being able to 

talk about things. It’s a small town so some of the people she knows I know and 

so she can’t talk about their kids and whether they’ve done whatever. So let’s see 

did I answer the question here?

Jim started to chuckle and appeared to be relaxed, using natural hand gestures, and he 

seemed to be was engaged in the conversation. I tried to clarify where his wife has 

practiced nursing by asking him, “Is she a nurse in a doctor’s office setting or is she a
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nurse in a school setting?” Jim explained the different types of nursing jobs Maria has 

held by saying:

uh, she was a nurse when I first met her, a public health nurse so she had clients 

that weren’t, didn’t have the best records . . . so then, then she transferred to a job 

in the school setting, at a high school . . . so there were a lot of health issues there 

and confidentiality. And now she is teaching, she retired from that, and now she is 

teaching full time in a college setting. So she still has confidentiality to a certain 

degree, but not really as much as she had before.

Jim continued to elaborate on the confidentiality she has to uphold and explained the 

severity of the consequences Maria could face if she broke confidentiality laws by saying, 

“and she realizes that her, um, license could be on the line if someone really wanted to 

press her on something like well you told somebody, like if she told me and I told 

someone else and it got around the circle, then you know she is always afraid they could 

pull her license and she would be out.” I interjected with a short encouragement to 

continue by saying, “uh hmm.” Jim elaborated further about his wife’s work-mandated 

secrecy and how it affects him:

Now she doesn’t use her license, not really but that experience that she has had 

she kind of carries with her about confidentiality . . . It doesn’t bother me that 

much because I see her you know like every night . . . Um, it doesn’t bother me 

that much because she kind of talks about a lot of shop at home and I don’t have 

that much shop to talk about. You know, or at least maybe I don’t think I do.
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There is nothing confidential about what I do, so it has become kind of less 

confidential as she has graduated to different jobs.

I responded, “right” to allow Jim to know I understood his perspectives. I tried to 

understand more about the level of secrets Jim perceives to be present in his relationship 

so I asked Jim, “um the point where her job was the most confidential was that work 

mandated secrecy high level or was it lower level?” He informed me that the secrets are, 

“probably lower level, you’re probably thinking more military terms and I’m thinking 

civilian terms.” We both chuckled and I said, “that’s true”. Jim continued telling me:

I suppose she could have been sued if someone had found out she breached 

something. Like I said she could have lost her license if they really wanted to 

carry it that far. And she is a little more um . . . I wouldn’t say paranoid, but 

fearful of losing it because she wants to keep that license and thinks well I can’t, 

you know, what would I do if I didn’t do this? Even though she could go out and 

do something else.

Jim described a conversation between he and his wife by saying, “she’ll say, ‘well do you 

know so-and-so’, and I’m like yeah. She didn’t say anything else.” Based upon his 

discussion I asked, “Did you try to ask more questions or what was that situation for you? 

Were you fine with where it was or did you want to find out more information?” Jim 

expressed how his wife’s limited information affects him and how he found out 

information by saying:

Sure. Whatever information she wanted to give me was fine . . . it didn’t bother 

me that much, that you know she would say do you know so-and-so and I would
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say yes and that was kind of like, well and was about all that went on. I don’t 

know, I’m not that curious about it, because I hear a lot about her shop talk. And 

sometimes, I’m like yeah okay, well didn’t I tell you that, and I don’t know 

maybe I wasn’t really listening 

Jim laughed over not really listening to his wife. We shifted topics a little because, he 

mentioned that he worked for the school district and that his wife had also worked there 

as a nurse. I thought it was interesting that he and his wife had at one point worked within 

the same organization. I was intrigued about how it might be to work in the same place so 

I followed his comment by probing, “and so for the two of you, you work in a similar 

environment so maybe there is overlap for your information that you are hearing in the 

first place?” Jim explained how information, in fact, does overlap between his and 

Maria’s jobs at times by responding, “Yeah, yeah. Because we kind of have that circle in 

common to a certain degree, because you know it’s a small town, and it isn’t like she is 

going out somewhere else and having something . . .” Jim trailed off and didn’t finish his 

statement but then continued saying, “She may tell me about a specific situation, but she 

won’t tell me names or you know.” Our conversation shifted as I asked, “ . . . can you 

think of a time whenever she maybe wasn’t even able to tell you what circumstances 

were happening at work . . . especially if it is somebody you know? Maybe if it’s a 

personal connection, it might heighten your interest more I guess?” Jim answered:

um you know she’ll tell me situations. Sometimes we’ll see people when we’re 

out shopping and she’ll say, ‘well I can’t tell you how I know that person but you 

know it is not a good situation’, or something like that . . . I can kind of put two
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and two together and I, you know . . . if  the other person just keeps walking by 

like nothing is going on then, then my wife’ll say, ‘I can’t tell you how I know 

that person but’, so there is not too much of that um kind of overlapping in the 

regard of her social circle you know.

Because of my own experiences I understood Jim’s example of his wife not being able to 

tell him certain information. I explored his experience more by questioning, “What about 

that comment she makes like ‘I can’t tell you how I know that person’, is that sort of a 

way of communication between the two of you that you are normally able to say light 

bulb just went off, it must be because of work?” Jim responded with a simple “yeah” and 

nodding his head in agreement. Jim gave a few more examples and then shifted topics by 

saying:

I don’t have a real exciting job . . . she’ll say something to me, ‘well, how’s it 

going?’, you know, and I ’ll say something like about the job . . . there have been a 

couple of times where she says, ‘well I don’t want to hear about your job all the 

time’. Well now whenever she calls, I’m like is anything going on, nope same old, 

same old stuff everyday you know. What am I doing? I’m cleaning toilets, I swept 

the floor, and there is all the other things going on you know with the kids at 

school and whatever. But after she shuts you down a couple of times its like eh. I 

mean sure what I’m doing is not that exciting but I don’t want to get my head 

snapped off by her.

I interjected and shared with Jim that in my situation “whenever I say how was your day, 

maybe it’s same old, same old as a result of, well, I can’t tell you things so don’t ask me
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again.” We both laughed a little and shifted in our seats and I asked “do you sense that is 

where she is coming from?” Jim seemed to have a similar experience to mine and said:

Yeah . . . there have been a couple of times when I tell her the details of what I’m 

doing and ‘oh that’s stupid you don’t have to tell me all of that, it’s too boring’ . .

. I’m like well about 10 percent I talk about my job and 90 percent you talk about 

yours . . . she will ask me, ‘so do you remember me telling you this?’ I’m like no I 

don’t remember that . . So she’s just more, I think she is just more conscious and 

much more careful about stuff in all reality than she needs to be . . . Of course 

there has been a couple of times when she has said ‘I don’t feel safe’, you know.

‘I don’t feel safe because . . . this one kid came in and was looking at me across 

the table’ . . . and I’m not in a situation where I don’t feel safe. She is a little, a 

little more afraid than she probably needs to be. Now in your situation with your 

husband he has a reason to feel, not to be in a safe situation maybe not but you 

don’t know whether he is safe or not.

I simply answered Jim’s assumption about my relationship, “right”, and he continued to 

compare he and his wife’s relationship to mine, “ .. .you can’t really say are you safe or 

um you know what I mean. So it’s kind of a different situation between us you and I as 

far as safety issues there.” It seemed to me that Jim was asking about my relationship 

without directly questioning me so I responded:

uh huh, I would agree . . . at the beginning of our marriage I had to really adapt a 

lot more than I have to now. You know we have sort of just developed a way that 

we communicate with each other so secrecy affects me less now than it did at first

37



. . . I didn’t know how to handle him not being able to actually have a discussion 

about his day . . . so it kind of developed that thought of well why won’t you tell 

me things now? Is it that you don’t want to tell me?

I turned the conversation back to Jim, “Can you reflect on the beginning of when she 

started into this line of work . . . was there that feeling of do you not trust me or did you 

just understand right away this is how it is?” He told me how his relationship differs by 

saying, “Pretty much, I understood how it was you know . . . it’s just about 

confidentiality . . . sometimes my wife will read something in the paper so it’s like, ‘well 

I can tell you this or well this is public knowledge’ . . . but other times it’s not . . . She 

will tell me whether I wanted to hear it or not.” Jim started to laugh as he continued 

telling me, “ . . . but it doesn’t really bother me. It is just as well that I don’t know because 

then I could tell somebody.”

I thought Jim may not want to know information so I said, “it almost for you 

protects yourself a little bit too, for her not to tell you information because then you know 

you’re not giving information you shouldn’t” and he agreed “yeah, right.” Then he 

continued to share, “and you know usually someone will tell you something and say now 

don’t tell anyone about this, but, if  they talk to you for 30 minutes, then it’s like now 

what did you tell me not to tell? Then sometimes it all starts to blend together so it is best 

not to say any of what you heard I suppose.”

At this point, I changed the direction of our conversation after giving a short 

agreement statement, “uh huh, yeah.” I told Jim more about my relationship and 

explained, “ . . . because we have trust in our relationship, then that secrecy that I
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understand to be work mandated, isn’t as important sometimes . . . Do you think the level 

of trust affects . . . secrecy in your relationship? You know if you have high level of trust 

then maybe that means a lower level of worrying about what the secrets are?” Jim 

responded:

yeah, I trust her and her ability you know because sometimes she’ll second guess 

herself . . . well maybe I shouldn’t have done that or my license could be on the 

line . . . but you know as far as, as far as her ability to do the job she doubts 

herself more than I do . . . I think there’s, it’s just that the trust should go all the 

way through. There are other things going on and um I don’t probably trust her as 

much on the finances as much as I probably should because I know we’re 

different people on that. Um but as far as you know you try to work on the trust 

you have, and I guess, I just don’t worry about that some much.

We were both getting a little restless and Jim said “uh, I lost my train of thought 

completely.” I got us back on track as I shared more about trust and satisfaction in my 

relationship. I told Jim:

. . . because we have other areas in common to talk about or I know at least 

enough of what does happen at work . . . our trust is higher and so I think that 

keeps our level of satisfaction in our marriage higher even though the secrecy is 

still high. You know maybe if we had no trust in our marriage, then, it would 

affect me more, him keeping secrets, it would probably affect me much more and 

I would be unsatisfied.
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Then Jim shared how his experience is a little different and said “yeah, yeah . . . I guess I 

think about my own little bubble having secrecy which is almost nothing compared to 

what she is doing and the difference there. I mean . . . secrets that I have that I shouldn’t 

have told . . .I’m not going to lose my job over probably some people will lose respect for 

me . . . but it’s not you don’t have your license, you don’t have your job or can’t get your 

job because your license is pulled.” I followed up telling Jim that, “I think that it’s 

interesting that you said . . . it might be a level of respect, but, for her it’s that her career 

would be gone because it is sort of that same situation I think for us . . . my husband you 

know it would be his job, it would be severe consequences so I feel like secrecy affects 

me in a way that I have to accept it at a certain level.” Jim began to back track a little 

about aforementioned situations saying, “To me the secrecy is not that essential . . . the 

secrecy to her is really important . . . I don’t believe it but I will just accept it for what 

you believe it to be . . . She is more concerned about it than I am I think. And I just don’t 

worry about things as much as she does.”

To begin wrapping up our conversation I asked, “Is there any other situation as to 

how secrecy has affected you all as a couple?” Jim was unclear of what I was asking so 

he questioned, “job wise or in general?” and I clarified, “yeah, job secrecy how does that 

secrecy play a part in your relationship?” Jim shared with me that his wife, “will kind of 

dangle the carrot out there a little bit and that is like oh come on you know you can tell 

me. I’m not going to tell anybody.” I was not sure what dangling the carrot meant so I 

asked him, “Is that a sense of you trying to probe her a little bit to say oh come on you 

can trust me . . . when she dangles the carrot?” Jim explained his previous statement by
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saying, “Sometimes, yeah but I just blow it off. It doesn’t really affect me that much. 

There are other things to think about and other things to talk about . . . There are pockets 

of secrecy but not the whole time.” Jim completed his thoughts so our conversation 

ended, I thanked him for his time and we had a few moments of unrelated conversation. 

Then Jim remembered one more example of how secrecy may affect couples so I turned 

the recorder back on by his suggestion. The example he shared was about an 

acquaintance who is a nurse. He told me:

The lady is a pastor’s wife too, so she would tell me some things about the people 

at church who I knew at school too. And well my wife would never tell anybody 

that, she would keep it hidden. Where it was sort of like boy there is a lot of 

things you are telling me that you probably shouldn’t as a nurse and a pastor’s 

wife you know. . . I thought well my wife wouldn’t do that, you know. She 

doesn’t have that double layer of secrecy she has that single layer and she 

wouldn’t have said these things about a person if someone had asked her.

I interjected, “right. . . I think that single layer is different when it is higher level of 

secrecy than lower level you know how we were discussing our secrets might be a little 

different in how they are affecting us.” To conclude our conversation he agreed by saying 

“right” and I stopped the audio recorder. We again had a few minutes of casual 

conversation. I told Jim it was nice to meet him and thanked him for sharing his 

experience with me.
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3.3 Laura’s Conversational Interview

Laura and I have known each other for a couple of years now. We met each other 

through our husbands who work together. Laura is a German woman in her early 

twenties. She is earning a bachelor’s degree in Political Science and aspires to be a 

lawyer. She has been married to her husband, Mike, for around 4 years. Because I know 

Laura I know she has a kind heart and often appears to be soft-spoken, however, when 

she needs to be she can be very outgoing. Therefore, I found it easy to talk with her.

I interviewed Laura at her home where she was most comfortable. On the 

morning of our interview I arrived at her house around 10:00 a.m. and the temperature 

outside was about 22 degrees. Because of the cool morning Laura sipped hot tea while I 

had coffee and we settled in on the couch. The environment was cozy and comfortable. 

We had a few minutes of personal talk about our weekends and school work before I 

asked Laura to read over and sign the informed consent form.

I began the interview by briefly stating why I was researching work-mandated 

secrecy. We continued our conversation with a mutual understanding of our husbands’ 

job since they work together. I did clarify how I was trying to gain a better understanding 

of her perception of how secrecy affects her by explaining, “I’m trying not to do question 

answer interview, you know more of conversation and not asking about relationship 

secrecy.” Laura interjected “right” and I continued, “ . . . but asking more about work 

secrecy and how it affects you. Like for me, I always think of the work secrecy that the 

guys have affects me because I’m always worried, you know. That is my overall theme. I 

worry about what they’re doing, if  they’re okay because of the unknown.” Again Laura
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responded “yep”. Since I already know what Mike’s job is in the Army, I first asked 

Laura, “Can you describe how secrecy first came about in your marriage? How did you 

even know it was going to be an issue?” Laura glanced into her teacup and took a sip 

before responding:

I think for us, Mike was already doing his job when we first met so it was like 

from the beginning . . . we had to deal with it and make our relationship work 

even though he couldn’t tell me really a lot. And I think it was um I think it was 

funny because when we first met and I would like maybe accidentally ask a 

question or something like that he would say, „I can’t tell you’. But I thought he 

was joking. . .

Laura began to laugh about not taking Mike seriously at first when he said he could not 

tell her about his job and then she continued, “ . . . because I had never known anyone 

before who couldn’t tell me what they were doing on their job or whatever. So I felt like I 

was in a movie, especially because no one in my family is in the military or anything. For 

me like a security clearance and stuff like that was all stuff from movies.” Since secrecy 

was present from the beginning of her’s and Mike’s relationship, Laura said she sees that 

as an advantage because “it isn’t like I ever knew it any differently.”

I was curious to know more about how Laura felt when Mike would say I can’t 

tell you so I asked her, “ . . . how did you feel? Did you feel like it was a lack of trust or 

how did you feel the first time he said that?” Laura thought for a moment and giggled 

before saying:
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I felt, I remember feeling bad that I asked the question, because I guess the fact 

that I had no experience at all with anything military and especially the US 

military . . . I thought I overstepped a boundary and I shouldn’t have asked . . . I 

think what affects me too is that I don’t really know what they’re doing, but what 

calms me down a little bit is the fact that they do it in . . . an office so I know they 

don’t have to go out. Normally they don’t have to go out and do real dangerous 

stuff so that helps out a little bit. But I think I never thought of it as Mike not 

trusting me, more of an inconvenience. One of the many inconveniences of being 

an Army spouse.

We both began to laugh, I believe because we share the opinion that the Army can be 

inconvenient. Although I understand that the Army mandates my husband to withhold 

information from me, I told Laura in the past, “I would try to ask other questions, because 

I still wanted to feel like I could be a part of Chris’s life and what he was doing at 

w ork...” Laura seemed to agree as she responded, “yeah” and I continued to ask, “so do 

you guys have communication patterns that you think you have developed while trying to 

find out more information?” Laura’s husband was deployed to Iraq for a year so she 

explained, “Sometimes especially while they were still in Iraq, I would ask a question and 

say if you can tell me. Like what date are you supposed to fly to the city or whatever. I 

would ask like if you can tell me because I already know that he may not be able to tell 

me.”

Laura switched scenarios from when her husband was deployed to how they 

communicated when they first met. She said, “I would ask other questions to see like
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what he was really doing for a living because I wanted to know . . . he will try to compare 

it to something that will help me understand sort of what they’re dealing with.” Then she 

went back to discussing how they communicated over the deployment by describing, 

“he’ll say like, ‘it would be like doing this’ . . . when they were in Iraq he told me at one 

point, ‘it’s like we’re building boxes and we have to build 50 boxes from now until then .

. . so far we are on the first one’, or something like that.” Laura asked me if my husband 

ever describes work in such a way and I responded with a simple “yeah” as she continued 

to express how such similes, “seems so silly but it helps a little bit” . We both laughed 

because Laura’s perception of how she and her husband have to communicate may seem 

silly. But, it is another aspect of our lived experiences with which we both closely 

identify.

Laura also suggested to, “just let them talk instead of asking a lot of questions.” I 

understood what she was telling me about not asking a lot of questions but was 

wondering what Mike might talk about if  she doesn’t ask questions; therefore, I asked her 

to, “describe a time when you didn’t ask a question though and . . . maybe he told you 

things or maybe you could have even over heard him telling other people stories about 

the job?” Laura paused for a moment and described a time when her husband was 

stationed in Germany by saying:

when he would be talking to people back in Germany . . . someone else would 

ask, ‘can I say this in front of your wife? . . . Is this something we can talk about 

outside of the skiff?’ . . . It does make you feel left out somehow. I don’t know
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even though it makes sense that they can’t tell you but most of the time it just 

makes me mad at the Army.

Laura started smiling and it seemed like she looked to me for confirmation of what she 

was saying as she stated, “I don’t know if that has ever happened to you, but sometimes it 

just makes me frustrated with the Army.” I encouraged Laura by saying, “uh hmm” as 

she started to tell me more about how she deals with presence of work-mandated secrecy 

in her relationship. She explained to me that she is put at ease a little because, “this is not 

what Mike wants to do for 20 years. He is not going to stay in and make it a career. I 

think everything would be a lot harder to take if I knew he wanted to do this for another 

12 years . . . that makes a big difference for me.” I understood and agreed with Laura 

because my husband is not career military either so we only have a few months left in the 

Army. I shared with Laura that I felt the same way because, “there is an end to this 

secrecy and one day you are going to have that work life you can talk about.” Laura’s 

tone changed from being quiet and reserved to what seemed to be more of an excited tone 

as she talked about Mike exiting the military. She expressed her anticipation and said, 

“I’m really looking forward to that” and paused for a moment before reemphasizing, “I 

don’t know, I really am.”

We changed the direction of our conversation and Laura shared with me how she 

is interested in hearing about things at work even if Mike does not think the information 

is a big deal because, “It’s not the content . . . but just to know a little bit more of what 

their work life looks like.” Laura told me Mike described his work environment to give 

her a mental picture by saying, “it looks like in the movies. You know when you see
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people like a bunch of computer screens and stuff like that and that is all he could ever 

say.” Laura expressed earlier that similes helped her to better understand a little bit about 

his work so this description was good, “just to feel some inclusion.”

Our experiences seemed to me to be different in what makes us more accepting of 

the secrecy so I explained to Laura that I feel better about secrecy in our marriage, 

“because we have trust in our marriage.” Although my acceptance was not the same as 

Laura’s she did agree with me and responded:

yeah that’s true, I think you really have to make it a priority to be completely 

honest about everything because you have that part of your life where you can’t 

talk about where they have to keep secrets from us. I think that makes it all the 

more important too, I don’t know, just to know that you can trust them with 

everything else that they can talk about. I can see that being a problem too in a 

relationship.

I echoed Laura’s statement and brought up another element in my relationship by saying, 

“yeah, if  it was a lack of trust it would be harder; the secrets would be harder . . . for me 

that goes hand in hand with um the satisfaction of the relationship. Like do you feel 

affected, the satisfaction of your relationship is affected by the secrecy?” Laura 

responded, “I try not to think of it that way, but I do think maybe sometimes just slightly 

that I wish it was just a like a normal job. But that’s with a lot of things in the Army 

though . . . it’s like one of many factors that all have to do with the Army life . . . that 

sometimes just makes me wish it was different.” Laura said she has inquired whether or
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not Mike will ever be able to tell her about his work in the Army after he is out of the 

military. She explained:

sometimes they do I guess declassify information after decades or something like 

that but . . . I’ve made my peace with it at this point . . . and it helps to know the 

people he is working with . . . I feel like I know a little more about his work life 

when I know the people he works with.

I concurred with Laura, “uh hmm” and I shared with her that when Chris was deployed,

“I felt like Chris would bring up names I didn’t know so I questioned him more about 

work things than I do when he is at home.” We continued to talk about our husbands 

being in Iraq but Laura switched the topic by discussing questions about M ike’s actual 

job and saying, “In Iraq it’s all different . . . the whole question of what is a Chinese 

linguist really doing in Iraq, you know?”

I understood what Laura was describing because I had the same type of 

experience. Chris was a Korean linguist in Iraq and other people would often question me 

about why he was there. I wondered if Laura had that same experience. She confirmed 

that she did by saying, “yeah . . . I would tell them, yeah he is in Iraq right now, but he 

really speaks French and Chinese for the Army. That is the thing too, other people asking 

what he is doing. I usually just say stuff like he is a translator in the Army for French and 

Chinese and that is pretty much all that I tell them.” Laura brought up a good point that 

other people ask her what a linguist does. As a result, I asked her if, “his secrecy kind of 

affects you in the way of what secrets you withhold from other people?”
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We both shifted around and as I put down my coffee mug Laura continued the 

conversation, “yeah, yeah that’s true definitely. Mike tells me very little and then there 

are even fewer things that I actually tell like my family for example, because they of 

course wanted to know what his job was. And so, what I would tell them too is that he is 

a translator . . . and I told them not like in the infantry . . . but very little, very few things 

that I actually tell them.” I wanted to understand why Laura would not tell her family 

more so I asked, “Is that because you feel there is a boundary of private information he 

trusts you with and you don’t want to tell or how do you make the decision about what 

else you will share with other people?” Laura answered, “I feel like it’s better to talk very 

little about it. It’s better for them and better for us if they don’t know as much about his 

job. I don’t even know why. I guess it’s just because the Army makes me think it is . . . I 

just feel like it’s a responsible thing to do.” She gave me an example of why she 

perceives her actions to be responsible by saying:

I always think when they renew their clearances, they send people around and ask 

or question people who know the person; so, I always feel like I don’t think I 

would ever tell them too much because I don’t even know anything. . . I feel it’s 

just safer if  they don’t know anything, because then if his family gets questioned 

or whatever by the people who do those investigations, it’s going to be a lot easier 

for them to say I don’t know what my son is doing. I really don’t know what he is 

doing and it seems like that would make it easier for them.

Laura brought up a good point. I had never thought about the renewal of our husbands’ 

security clearances, which may be adversely affected by what we might tell other people.
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During the transcription process I found out that the audio-recorder malfunctioned for a 

few minutes of our conversation, but I was able to remember what we talked about 

because it seemed important to mention. However, I cannot state it in her exact words.

She told me that she also has to be aware of her family being questioned by the Army in 

order for Mike to renew his security clearance because she is not a United States citizen. 

Laura also discussed not wanting to know too much information so that her visa into 

American would less likely be affected when it was time for renewal. She explained that 

if  she or her family knew too much information as German citizens, not American 

citizens, she would be worried that something may come up that would prevent her from 

being able to renew her visa. Therefore, she would rather protect herself and her marriage 

by not being too informed.

Then, we discussed how the different locations where our husbands have been 

stationed have created more worrying for us in some instances than in others. At this 

point the audio recorder captured our conversation clearly. Laura shared her journey of 

moving around from Germany to California and then to Alaska and told me, “We went to 

DLI and it was nice . . . then we came here and it would start again like I can’t tell you . .

. I think it became a bigger deal when they actually deployed because . . . I would have 

rather known more details when they were in Iraq than when he was in Germany and 

working.” I was assuming the connection between wanting to know more about Mike’s 

work and he being deployed was due to Laura’s heightened awareness of worrying about 

him, but I was not sure. I wanted to clarify if that was in fact what she experienced so I 

asked, “Was that just because you were worried more?” Laura confirmed my suspicion
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by answering, “yeah, I think so. And a part of me is curious. I mean a part of me is 

curious just because it’s a secret or there are secrets so you want to know. But yeah, I 

think the worrying plays a big role in it.” We both started to chuckle because sometimes 

we are like kids who just want something because they are told they cannot have it. After 

our laughter subsided I gave Laura an example from my experience about how my level 

of worrying is affected, “if Chris is face-to-face or if  we were just over the phone or over 

Skype” because when we are face-to-face, “I can at least look at his nonverbal and body 

language and things like that and sometimes tell if  something has affected him.” I 

inquired whether Laura ever notices a difference in communication with her husband 

when they are face-to-face versus other forms of communicating. She said, “I feel more 

confident in our relationship and in what he is doing at work when we are face-to-face, 

because it’s more detailed even if it is over Skype and not really in person.” Laura’s 

perspective of communicating over Skype was definitely a similarity and preference we 

shared versus talking over the phone with our husbands when they were deployed.

As our conversation was coming to an end I asked Laura if  she and Mike have 

“ever had that conversation, you know, this is the way it makes me feel when you can’t 

share secrets?” Laura had not brought up the subject directly to Mike but she explained:

I think I probably have said it does sometimes make life a little bit less, I don’t 

know, that life would. . . um, I guess I did tell him at some point that it would be 

nice to talk about it like any normal job. I think in a conversation about the Army 

as a whole, that life outside of the Army would be a little bit nicer sometimes, a
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little bit more satisfying sometimes. But I really don’t know how he feels about 

that.

I closed the interview by sharing a conversation with Laura that my husband and I had 

had in the car regarding my research. I told her I was explaining to my husband why I 

was interested in doing research about work-mandated secrecy and, “he said, „oh, I didn’t 

even really know it affected you’.” We both laughed about his response as I cut off the 

audio recorder. We continued to have casual conversation about our personal lives and I 

thanked Laura for talking with me about her experience. She was courteous and showed 

me out as we said good-bye.

3.4 M elissa’s Conversational Interview

Melissa is a friend who I met a little less than a year ago. We see each other and 

interact on a weekly basis. Melissa is a busy student, mother, and wife in her mid

twenties. She and her husband, Jason, have been married for around 8 years and have a 

son, Brian. Every time I’m with Melissa we are very talkative, therefore, I perceived her 

to be an ideal co-researcher with whom to talk. I met Melissa at her house around noon to 

have lunch before we began the interview. We discussed our personal lives until Brian 

settled down for his nap. When Melissa was ready we sat around the island in the kitchen 

and she read and signed the inform consent form before we began.

Although Melissa and I have known each other for quite some time, we do not 

talk about our husbands’ careers very often. Therefore, I opened the conversation by 

telling her what my husband’s job is in the Army and asked her, “What is your husband’s 

job?” Melissa simply answered, “H e’s a Kiowa, a 58 pilot, a Kiowa pilot” but I was not
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clear as to whether Jason’s job is classified or not so I asked her to clarify if he has a 

security clearance. She informed me:

um, yeah. I don’t know all the details and it more so affected us when he was um 

in the infantry still because he was in the recon platoon. So they worked very 

closely with like Delta and Special Forces . . . I didn’t really know what their 

mission was . . . I didn’t know exactly the details of or what it was for, what 

happened or anything like that.

It seemed like Melissa was saying Jason has had two different jobs but I was unsure so I 

asked her, “So he has had two different jobs in that secrecy situation?” and she answered, 

“correct.” I continued to guide our conversation and asked Melissa, “And so how has it 

affected you or can you describe a time when you know that secrets were a part of your 

day or something like that and how it affected you?” Melissa told me an example from 

when Jason was deployed. She said:

he was in the recon, there was an instance where it was three weeks into the, like 

three weeks into the deployment . . . they had been in a huge incident and 

somehow the phone lines didn’t get shut down properly . . . so there were people 

who knew what was going on and called back and said stuff and like broke the 

confidentiality. And, so at the time I was the key caller for the platoon . . . by the 

time it filtered through all of these people and it got around um nothing was really 

true. No one knew what was really going on so it was complete chaos . . . I called 

Rear D to figure out hey do you know what is going on because at the time we 

knew supposedly six of our guys were shot . . . Rear D at the time couldn’t
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confirm or deny anything . . . two hours had passed and . . . I was called into a 

meeting, since um I was going to have to go and do a call out . . . they gave me 

official paperwork and it didn’t say any names. It didn’t really say anything it was 

just very vague, what I could say to these people. And um, in between all of this I 

did get a phone call from my husband but the only thing he said to me was ‘I was 

alive’ and then he hung up. And so I knew at that time that he was okay . . . when 

I had to call the wives I couldn’t say anything, but I also kind of had a idea 

because the people I didn’t get to call I knew were the ones that were affected by 

it, because they were not, they were removed from my list.

As Melissa told me her experience I was leaning forward and intensely listened. Her 

voice was a bit shaky and hesitant. It seemed to me that it was difficult for Melissa to tell 

me that part of her relationship without being emotional. Since my husband just got home 

from deployment everything she told me hit home and I thanked God I didn’t have to 

experience such an incident. Melissa told me, “it wasn’t until um he came home that it 

really kind of affected us ‘cause I’m like, well what happened . . . things had filtered out 

like . . . people lost body limbs and all this kind of stuff. You obviously knew it had to 

have been pretty bad.” I interjected, “uh hmm” and she continued to say:

that part scared me because Jason also kept a journal . . . he was really good at 

keeping a journal. And, when I was looking at it I could, what he wrote, he said 

he could feel the bricks from when they were in the fire fight falling off and it was 

going into his uniform. So that was, that scared me a little bit, I was like, oh, 

that’s close!
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Melissa’s voice seemed to quiver as she described to me the danger in which her husband 

had been placed. She told me, “I think that when he leaves I pretend that he’s going on 

vacation kind of.”

I changed the topic and asked Melissa, “Is there a difference between whenever 

they’re long distance and then actually being at home?” She explained to me:

Yeah, because I think when they’re gone it’s, you’re disassociated from it a little 

bit, it doesn’t immediately affect you . . . It’s when they come home and I think 

you have the opportunity to maybe debrief and talk about it or have that time 

together I think that’s when it is kind of hard, because you can’t share it and I will 

never know a lot of that.

Melissa said that during her husband’s most recent deployment, her son Brian “had to 

have emergency surgery.” She compared her experience at home with Brian to Jason’s 

classified information on the deployment by saying:

Jason will never know the kind of, how bad my heart hurt and ached. Knowing 

that I had to make that all on my own . . . when he did get back Brian was 

completely fine. He didn’t see how bad it was, he didn’t understand. And, even 

though you can talk to someone about it. I don’t think they can feel those exact 

same emotions in that time . . . I’m more understanding and compassionate 

towards that part of it because he’ll never, he will never, he never experienced 

that . . . Well at the same time I could, I didn’t have to keep anything from him.

He just will never know how much it sucked to do that so.
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I was curious to understand more about how the aforementioned secrecy affects Melissa 

so I asked, “did you feel he didn’t trust you so he couldn’t tell, where those parts of the 

feelings or was it just hard to get used to him having to keep work secrets?” Melissa told 

me, “I don’t think it was ever the trust . . . It wasn’t until probably the last couple of years 

that it has finally sunk in, because he says every time he makes a decision he always 

thinks and puts us first . . . it took me a long time to really trust that he is doing that.” 

Earlier I asked Melissa how her experience maybe was different when Jason is deployed 

versus being at home, however, I was not clear about her answer. Therefore, I restated 

my question and asked, “So do you feel like it affects you less when he is at home rather 

than being away? Like when he is just here in the States doing his job, is secrecy 

affecting you less?” This time Melissa responded, “Yes, I would say yes . . . because if  he 

is flying here, I know they’re practicing maneuvers, or they’re doing this or something 

like that. They’re not actually doing a mission where they could, something could occur 

or arise. So, yeah, I would say it affects me less.” Melissa told me about how secrecy 

affects her when Jason is deployed, as she explained:

when he was deployed this time and we lost two pilots and he was in the air when 

it happened . . . I wanted to know was it pilot error, was it mechanical error, was it 

this, was it enemy fire you know . . . when I did talk to him it was hard because 

the people in the other aircraft was his IP that he, that taught him how to fly . . so 

I wanted to know more like, what happened all this kind of stuff, but we’ll never 

know . . . I did try to in a round-about-way asking, it’s like you’ll ask nine
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questions 12 different ways and see if maybe he’ll slip up once . . . but I haven’t 

cracked it, I haven’t cracked it yet.

We both laughed and I perceived that to be because we both have this shared experience 

of trying find out more information from our husbands. My experience has been different 

from Melissa’s though because my husband’s platoon did not lose any Soldiers when 

they were deployed. I told her:

well and I think for me . . . it helps that I know the people he works with in a 

social circle and that we hang out, because even though I can’t know what they’re 

doing at work . . . I still know throughout their day about the other people he 

works with. That’s our work conversations . . . I say how are the guys and he tells 

me about their personal lives and the things they shared at work . . . I never get to 

know about his day as far as work, unless I’m probing him for information . . . 

maybe sometimes his nonverbal communication you know he’ll look worried and 

I can pick up on that.

Melissa interjected, “yeah” and began to discuss how she and her husband use the web 

cam to talk when he is deployed but said:

he doesn’t really talk about it unless I bring it up. It’s always, um, ‘how are you 

doing or what’s going on with Brian?’ . . . It’s very rarely ever about work. . . he 

doesn’t come home and talk about work . . . we talk about the truck parts, or 

snowmobiling, or Brian, or something . . and I’d say it’s more relational, what’s 

going on with the guys and their relationships and that kind of stuff more than 

anything.
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I nodded in agreement, because I understood what Melissa told me about she and her 

husband’s conversations regarding others’ relationships. I do, however, have a different 

perception of why my husband does not discuss too much regarding work. So I told her, 

“if he doesn’t tell me something . . . I’m not affected thinking it’s a lack of trust, but 

almost that he wants to protect me . . . if  I don’t know information then I can’t um share it 

with someone else . . . it kind of protects me and protects him, as far as, I’m not going to 

tell an outsider who could then get him in trouble.” Melissa said, “Yeah, I think it’s 

probably . . . to him things are, like to him that’s not a big deal” referring to an award her 

husband received in Iraq and she continued to tell me, “He’s just like, ‘oh, I didn’t even 

think about it.’ Where to me I’m like, I had to learn about this from another wife and he’s 

like I’m sorry.”

I wondered if Melissa was curious about her husband’s job, even though he did 

not talk about work much so I asked her, “Are you ever affected thinking, oh, I wish he 

would share a certain extent of things?” Melissa shared with me that over time her 

curiosity has changed. She said:

at first I was . . . if  that would have happened the first year or two of our marriage 

it would have been, oh, you don’t love me, you don’t care about me, you never 

think of me . . . Now I think, to him it’s not really a big deal . . . that’s not what he 

remembered most about that day . . . if  he was looking at a snow mobile . . . I 

would be more hurt if  he didn’t share that with me than the Top Gun thing . . . 

‘cause that’s something I know he’s passionate and very, that’s what he likes to 

do.
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Melissa told me she is more inclined to be straight forward and ask, “how does it affect 

me?” because she said she only wants Jason to, “just tell me stuff I need to know, if  it’s 

going to affect me, and how.” Melissa explained:

I think over the years I’ve done that just because I get, it’s so emotionally draining 

trying to figure out what’s the important stuff, what’s not, and trying to filter it.

So unless Jason tells me something, then I know it’s important and I’ll listen to it 

but I’m not going to listen to it from other wives or even other husbands, because 

I trust, it goes back to I trust Jason is going to tell me.

Melissa began to tell me about how the trust in their relationship extended into how she 

handles other secrecy in her marriage outside of work-mandated secrecy. As she started 

discussing her husband’s desire to become a Mason, the folder on the audio recorder 

memory became full. Therefore, this portion of our conversation was not recorded so I 

cannot share her exact words, but Melissa was telling me that it was difficult for her 

when Jason became a Mason. She felt like he was choosing to add another layer of 

secrecy to their relationship that could be avoided. When Jason acknowledged how she 

was affected, Melissa said she became okay with his decision. She just needed to know 

he was thinking of her while he made his decision to join the fraternal organization.

At this point, I noticed the recorder had malfunctioned so we stopped our 

conversation and I started to record the rest of our conversation in a new folder. I tried to 

summarize what Melissa told me by saying, “it sounds mostly like the work secrecy you 

were able to accept versus if it is something that your husband chooses to do. Because it 

isn’t like, I mean of course he chose to be in the military, but he didn’t choose that
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everything is just gonna . . . be my choice and I’m gonna keep it a secret, the military 

tells him it has to be a secret.” Melissa interjected and said:

And then, when we were willingly, I felt like we were willingly doing it again . . .

I think it was just the part that, we can’t and I think it’s just the temptation. If you 

can’t do it then you want to know 10 times more. And you know, it would be the 

same thing because they also have the women masons so it could be the same 

way. But I wonder if  Jason, if  it would eat at Jason the same way it eats at me. I 

don’t know if it would, if  it would bother him.

In reference to Melissa’s curiosity I told her, “I think that, that’s another thing about the 

work secrecy . . . until it’s brought up and it’s said it is affecting me . . . then, maybe he 

didn’t understand . . . because when I started this research I had a conversation with Chris 

you know this is how your work secrecy affects me and he responded ‘I had no idea it 

affected you at all’.” We both began to laugh and Melissa said, “I think until it affects 

them almost, like until it upsets you enough . . . then they realize, oh okay this is 

something that does bother her that does upset her.” Melissa continued by comparing 

how she perceives Jason’s experience with deployment to be different from her own by 

saying:

I think so much of it is . . . I just keep going on and doing it, doing my day- to

day stuff because when they’re gone no one else is going to do it for you . . .

There is no, there is no time to have a little pity party. You just don’t have that 

luxury and well at the same time they don’t either . . . I think that’s kind of the 

hard part sometimes. I know you have x, y, and z but do you know what it’s really
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like over here? Until you have dealt with blah, blah, blah you haven’t gone to war. 

So, I think sometimes it’s hard not to fall into that trap where you’re getting into a 

pissing contest about whose job is harder or stressful or something.

I followed her statement by saying, “yeah, so it’s hard not to compare yourself, and am I 

measuring up to what their job is and are they measuring up to mine?” Melissa interjected 

with agreement, “Yeah, it is crazy” and I continued, “and that’s interesting in wanting to 

protect yourself emotionally, wanting for them to know and for you to know that your job 

and what you’re doing here is just as important as what they’re doing it is just on a 

different level.” I believe Melissa supported my thought because she said:

Yeah, . . . you really have to rely on each other and trust that each person is going 

to hold up their end of the bargain and follow through which can be hard 

sometimes . . . I think that’s hard but having us have God as our foundation has 

made a huge difference. If it wasn’t for that we wouldn’t be where we are . . . 

what would be the common thread holding us together? . . . I think God has made 

a huge, huge difference.

As we concluded our conversation I said, “It sounds like you and Jason have always 

worked through the secrecy and so now it can affect you less than it did in the beginning. 

That’s a good thing, whether it’s been God that’s brought you together or just getting to 

know each other better.” Melissa responded, “uh hmm” and I paused for a moment to see 

if she would add anything else to our conversation. The room was silent so I ended the 

conversation by saying, “Well thanks so much for sharing your experience.” I turned off
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the recorder and we continued to have personal conversation as we spent the afternoon at 

her house.

3.5 Debra’s Conversational Interview

Debra is someone I have known for about two years now; however, we do not see 

each other on a regular basis. She is an intellectual woman in her late twenties with a bit 

of a Louisiana accent. Debra is a staff member at the local university and is earning her 

interdisciplinary Master’s Degree. She is also kept busy at home by her husband of more 

than eight years, John, and their three children. Debra seems to be a fairly self-disclosing 

person but I have not interacted with her very much in regards to her personal life. 

Typically our interactions have been work and academic related.

Debra and I met around lunch time at the Department of Communication just as 

winter was approaching. She came casually dressed, as was I, and we settled into one of 

the interview rooms. We had informal conversation to catch up on each other’s lives for a 

bit, which I believe made the environment more interpersonal. I also sat next to her rather 

than across from her at the round table in an attempt to display my willingness to engage 

in conversation with her. Before we began our more formal conversation, Debra read and 

signed the informed consent form.

I began our conversation with an introduction about the reason for my study and 

an explanation of my husband’s job. I continued to tell Debra about some of the ways 

work-mandated secrecy has affected me and I asked her, “so, what does your spouse do?” 

She told me when he is in the States, “John is a cav scout [I understand cav scout to be a 

military position in the Calvary unit]. Basically back in the day he was the guy that rode
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the horse” but explained that, “He’s been deployed three times. I’ve learned when they go 

over they all do the same things; they all search for bad guys.” Debra compared the 

different jobs Soldiers may have in Iraq and further described the secrecy involved in her 

husband’s job as she said:

Some do more intel such as your husband, some work of the FOB where they 

never leave and they work on computers or listen to the radio all day, and some 

like my husband go out everyday a couple times a day or a couple times a week 

running missions. Now his job isn’t classified. I mean, for the most part what he 

does here is train Soldiers to operate when they’re gone. But when they’re gone 

everything he does is classified. For the most part what guys do over there they 

can’t tell because of operational security, it will get them killed. But on top of 

that, they can’t tell because it’s classified. Who they just captured, they’re not 

going to tell you that or they’re not supposed to tell you that.

Debra told me she is in a unique situation. She said, “I have two connections with the 

military: the one I have with my husband being married to him and . . . I volunteer with 

single Soldiers and I contact their families while they’re deployed.” These connections to 

the military are different for Debra as she told me her husband, “is a gung-ho Army guy, 

career, i ain’t gonna tell you shit” which she said, “honestly I don’t care, I’m okay with 

that” versus the single Soldier who she decribed as, “your 18 to 19 year olds that have 

never been away from home, that are in war for the first time, and see their buddy get 

killed. They call home immediately and tell their mom everything.” Debra told me that 

when Soldier’s call home, however, there are consequences because, “Well that will
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freak any mother out.” She continued to talk about the parents and told me, “instead of 

keeping their mouths shut, their Soldier couldn’t keep their mouth shut so they can’t, and 

they call me and go, ‘my son just said this, this, this, and this’.” The consequences are not 

only freaking out family members but in a low volume Debra said, “I’ve seen it lead to 

guys loosing rank to Officers losing jobs, um all kinds of bad stuff.”

The conversation shifted as she told me more about she and her husband’s 

specific communication. She said:

We have veiled conversations where we’ll go, okay are you going to leave the 

FOB or . . . I’ll just ask him are you okay or did you have any close calls? That’s 

as close as I’ll get to him giving me any information. And he’ll be honest with 

me because if he hasn’t had any he can tell me, and if he has I will eventually find 

out through other channels because other guys tell their wives . . . I understand 

why Rick doesn’t tell me stuff. He is a bad liar so in reality I know he is not 

keeping stuff from me, like misleading me intentionally so much as it’s just his 

job and I’m okay with that.

I believe Debra perceives herself to have different views than other Army wives because 

she said, “I can understand where secrecy can be an issue . . . there are some wives who 

are not okay with that . . . They think they’re hiding other stuff. I don’t really care.” She 

explained to me that her outlook is, “Who cares? If I don’t find out it can’t hurt me . . . 

whatever he wants to do. If it’s something stupid, just as long as you keep it from me and 

I don’t get hurt, then it’s okay. It’s life.”
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Debra went back and began to discuss how she and her husband have veiled 

conversations. She told me, “he often talks about doing something more. That’s all he 

says, ‘I need to do more’ . . . he talked about going Special Forces and you can talk about 

going Special Forces, but you can’t talk about going Delta. You know, according to the 

world Delta doesn’t exist.” I interjected and said, “right” to tell her I understood. She 

explained:

So for him more, means more than Special Forces. And I read that and I 

understand that coming from him, and, I’m like, fine do whatever you need to do 

to be happy in your job. If it ever came down to that, I’ve read every book out 

there on Delta . . . because I know when I get there I’m not going to know 

anything. If he comes back banged up I’m not going to know how or why, if he 

comes back dead I may not even know he’s dead . . . that’s part of what you sign 

up for when you sign up for this gig. I’m one of the few people, I think, that 

actually just accepts that and says it’s okay and doesn’t ask any questions.

Debra seems to be okay with the conversations she and her husband have but I switched 

directions when I asked her, “Do you feel affected though when you find out information 

from the single Soldiers’ mothers and then does it make you wonder is my husband 

involved in that? Is he okay?” She responded:

So I can either find out through a mom or I can find out from another wife or I see 

it on the news or I see it on someone’s Facebook . . . and it will say Alpha Troop .

. . Well Alpha Troop is my troop and I don’t know shit . . . So I immediately 

panic, you get the sweats and wonder okay was he there? . . . It’s the potential that
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banged up means my husband is dead. So then, I wait until I get home to see if 

there is a car in my drive way, see if  anyone is waiting for me . . . And you’ll 

never find out what really happened unless somebody opens their mouth and then 

everybody gets in trouble for knowing what really happened. It becomes a big 

mess so I’d rather just not be involved.

Debra told me that if  an accident happened in Iraq her husband would not tell her but she 

said, “I don’t hold it against him that he won’t tell me, I don’t know that I need to know.” 

She began to get a little emotional as tears filled her eyes when she continued, “I don’t 

need to know who he has killed . . . I know he has, I can assume . . . I don’t need to know 

that about the father of my kids. It’s different, a different guy” and her voice trailed off.

I probed Debra a bit more and asked, “And when you say you’d rather not know 

the information is that because you emotionally, you’ll be affected? Are you protecting 

him? Are you protecting yourself?” She informed me, “It’s both of us, it would change 

the dynamic of what we have.” Another scenario she discussed was that her husband is 

responsible for the Soldiers in his troop, therefore if something is going on with them she 

said she might find out, “because most of the guys like me and they just end up 

blabbing.” However, she said:

it’s strange that I know stuff and he knows I know stuff, but I don’t get my 

information from him, because it would be wrong. It would be wrong of him to 

tell me stuff like that even though it’s not classified, but he has, his guys have to 

trust him . . . that he is not going to go tell his wife who may tell other wives, 

because for the most part women gossip, and so do men.
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Although Debra does not find out information from her husband directly she finds out 

information from other Soldiers or accidentally receives information. Debra told me:

by some weird freak of nature I got a letter intended for his dad. His dad lives in 

New York and I lived in Louisiana. He mailed two letters. They somehow, they 

weren’t stuck together in my mail box, but they were together . . . I opened the 

letters. I saw his hand writing, I didn’t read it. I just opened them and started 

reading. Well, the letter for his dad was about how he beat the shit out of some 

guy that had tried to kill ‘em and . . . it was graphic.

Debra’s volume trailed off and her tone was really serious as though she were reliving 

reading the letter. She continued, “and you know, I told him I got your dad’s letter today 

and I opened it. I didn’t think it was for him, I thought it was for me so I read about the 

dude. And he was like, ‘what?’ . . . and I explained to him that I accidentally read what 

was not intended for me.”

Debra said she was affected because, “again, it’s not something that you want the 

person you share your bed with to know about. It may be stuff he’s done. He may be 

okay with it, or he may not be okay with it, but it was his job to do it.” In order for Debra 

to avoid the risk of anymore graphic details she told me, “He said, ‘okay well I’ll just 

start you a journal that you can read when I get back.’ And nothing in the journal was as 

graphic.” I asked her, “Do you think by him writing that journal the first time, it has 

helped you through the other deployments and the secrecy in the relationship, to kind of 

know okay he has told me the basics and that is enough for me?” She said, “I don’t know, 

you know I couldn’t even tell you what was in the first journal . . . other than . . . it was

67



an answer to the, hey, I know you fucked that guy up and now I don’t know what to do 

with that information . . . I can still tell you word-for-word what that letter said and that 

was probably 8 years ago.” I interjected for clarification, “and the journal is just kind of 

not there?” and she responded, “yeah, the journal I’m kind of like, yeah okay.”

I shared with Debra that I had a different experience and that I wish my husband 

would have kept a journal. I told her:

echoing the feeling that it’s more of an issue when they’re deployed than when 

they’re here in Fairbanks . . . it doesn’t affect me until he was deployed you know 

. . . what are you doing, where are you and then he started going out on missions. 

That’s all I know, that part of his job was to end up going out on missions. So, it’s 

like man, if  I could get my hands on one of those journals . . . I think it’s tempting 

to want to know information on my part, because I can’t know it, instead of how 

you said you’re sort of content with it.

Debra sighed and said, “yeah, I’m fine with not knowing, because I know how bad it 

could be. I know if he exposed everything: one, it would be wrong, and two, it would 

change everything. Would I be able to be in the same room with him? Would I be able to 

sleep next to him peacefully? I know what he is capable, it’s just not what he is at home.” 

I responded, “yeah” I could understand Debra’s point of view.

She began to tell me how her husband’s job might start to also affect her children. 

She said, “And then when my son is old enough to understand, will he ask me, ‘does dad 

kill people for a living?’ . . . I’m waiting for that day to come, because I can’t answer that 

question without saying well I know he has . . . I don’t know if it changes who he is as a
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father. I mean war has made him different.” She reemphasized, “H e’ll talk about being 

over there. It’s not like he’s completely closed on the subject. I just never bother to ask . .

. It’s none of my business”, and she compared the fact that, “he don’t ask about what I’m 

doing when I’m here. It’s boring. I go to work, I go to school, I want to pull my hair out. 

You know you’re not here. That’s about how it goes.” I was curious to know what she 

does consider to be her business to know about so I asked, “So when he’s gone and 

you’re um having a conversation, when you’re allowed to on the phone or whatever, do 

you ever say how was your day?” She informed me about their conversations and told 

me:

yeah, so we talk. this last deployment we chatted online . . . We chat about the 

kids . . . It’s really about what he is missing. And so when we do chat, it’s not 

often, I’ll ask how are you? H e’ll talk more about the politics of what’s going on .

. . um even when there were injuries he wouldn’t give me names. If I asked how 

long ago was that? He wouldn’t tell me that. He’d say, ‘so many moons’ or he 

would just make up random ways you know. He would go, ‘our anniversary 

minus eight’ so that I could do the math and figure the date out.

We both began to laugh as she sarcastically said, “I would be like really?” and I 

interjected, “So he used coded language?” and she responded, “he tries.”

Debra changed the topic and began to focus on why people might think they need 

to know more information. She used my relationship as an example and asked me, “Chris 

is MI right?” and I responded, “uh hmm” and she continued, “Well his job is military 

intelligence, how many more ways do you want me to spin that? He listens to
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information.” Then, she brought up the point that, “he doesn’t know what you do every 

day” and I said, “that’s right.” I thought Debra may have wanted to make sense of others’ 

views as she continued to say, “And, I’ve never understood for it to be the other way 

around. Just because it’s classified doesn’t give you the need to want to need to know. So 

just because John doesn’t know what I ate, where I went, or how much money I spent . . . 

” Her pattern of discussion changed as she continued to explain, “there is secrecy in every 

marriage whether the job is classified or not. Just in our marriage it’s open enough, the 

secrecy, which I know what he is being secretive about and I’m okay with that. If it was a 

habit, if  he was good at lying which he’s not, then I’d be worried about it. so, um it works 

out.” I agreed with Debra and began to share more about my relationship.

I told Debra about other elements of our relationship that often times allow me to 

overlook my husband’s work secrecy. I said to her:

Because it’s work-mandated secrecy, that’s the big thing too. We have trust in our 

relationship and satisfaction in our relationship, and every other area of our life, 

so just not to know work secrets is like, okay. I just think it was frustrating at first 

not to be able to say how was your day or what did you do at work today . . . 

because he had previously had jobs were we could talk about our day today 

together.

I was told, in previous conversations with other people, that my experience might be 

different because secrecy was not present from the beginning of our relationship. 

Therefore, I was curious about Debra’s experience and I asked, “Was he already in the 

military when you started dating?” She responded, “Yeah, he was already in the military
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when I met him. He’s just not really a talkative guy so I don’t even know if that would 

have changed.” There was a long pause and our conversation did not seem to continue 

naturally so I began to wrap up the conversation.

I asked Debra one last time, “Well do you think secrecy affects you in any other 

way?” She searched for clarity in my question and asked, “You mean work mandated or 

any secrecy?” We both began to laugh and I responded, “Yeah, work secrecy.” Debra 

said, “No, I don’t think so”, but further described that, “there is stuff I know from proper 

channels that I have a hard time keeping secret . . . Because of how I volunteer, there is 

stuff I find out. It’s hard to know what you can tell and not tell . . . so far I’ve been good 

about keeping my mouth shut.” She explained to me, “I know ultimately if I say 

something and it goes the wrong way then they could die for it. If it was about where he 

was, or what flight we was on or something around those lines.” I interrupted, “uh 

humm” and Debra continued saying over me:

So, I mean I don’t know. I’m just the type of person that accepts what happens. 

Shit happens and that’s life. I don’t stress, I stress in those two hours when I don’t 

know if he is okay or not but other than that I don’t. . . if  I’m not supposed to 

know the whole truth, okay I don’t care to know. I don’t need to know maybe . . . 

I’m accepting and I think that is why what goes on in our marriage is okay 

secrecy wise. Its okay that I know he goes over and does stuff I don’t know about. 

If it gets to the point and time when he needs to talk I’ll listen, I may not want to 

know. I mean I didn’t want to change how I look at him but you just can’t help 

that. I’m glad he can’t tell me.
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I paraphrased what Debra had just told me by saying, “yeah, that kind of protects you to 

some extent not to have to say I look at my husband differently now”, to be sure I 

understood. She confirmed my statement as she responded, “Yeah, I mean everybody 

has their secrets in life, even civilians who go to work every day . . . There is just shit 

you’re not supposed to know. I think you’re better off not knowing as long as it’s not 

going to hurt you, and, I’m okay with that.” I closed the conversation as I said, “yep, 

what you don’t’ know can’t hurt you.”

After I cut off the recorder Debra started to disclose more about her relationship. I 

did not capture this part of our conversation on the audio recorder though, because she 

said she was going to tell me more information but did not want it on the recorder. She 

proceeded to ask me if I watch the television show “Army Wives”, because she identifies 

to a tee with the character Pamela on that show. I do watch the show, therefore, as she 

continued I was able to gain an even better understanding of her attitudes and beliefs 

about her relationship.

Debra closely identifies with one of the main characters, Pamela. Pamela is 

married to a Delta Force Soldier, Chase, and together they have two children. Pamela is 

often at home alone with their son and daughter due to Chase’s missions. Debra 

continued to describe how she and John’s relationship is similar, because John discusses 

his desire to “do more”, to become a Delta Force Soldier. She perceives her life would 

become even more like Pamela’s on “Army Wives” and Debra said she does not know if 

she will be able to handle her husband doing more.
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3.6 Jennifer’s Conversational Interview

I had met Jennifer on several different occasions at community events, however 

the day of our interview was the first time we met to have a conversation. Jennifer earned 

her Master’s Degree at the local university and is now a successful business owner in her 

early forties. She stays busy with her three children and husband to whom she has been 

married to for at least 20 years.

On the day of our interview I met Jennifer at her home, which I thought was a 

very comfortable environment. It was snowing outside and Jennifer had a fire burning 

with music playing low in the background. I perceived Jennifer to be easy to talk to and 

she seemed to possess advanced interpersonal skills. She offered me a soft drink and we 

had a few minutes of small talk. Jennifer asked me to tell her about my study as we began 

our conversation, so, I gave her a brief summary of why I was interested in work- 

mandated secrecy. Then, she read and signed the informed consent form.

I asked Jennifer to tell me what her husband’s job is to begin our conversation.

She informed me that he has two different positions in which secrecy is mandated. She 

said, “He is the Police Chief . . . He is also on the State Trooper’s SWAT team, it’s called 

SERT but yeah it’s the same thing.” I knew Jennifer’s husband was a Police Officer, but 

I did not know he was Chief nor did I know he was a member of the SERT team. Jennifer 

further described his position and told me, “They go in a lot of times he’ll get called out 

in the middle of the night . . . they go all over AK depending upon what is going on but 

mostly, they stay around here.” Secrecy is present in their relationship she indicated 

because, “he’ll leave and I won’t know what the deal you know, where he is going or
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what” but she told me, “we just have our little system now. He calls . . . if  he has time 

while they’re heading out. He’ll call and check in and say, ‘okay we’re heading out, I’ll 

call you when things are safe’ . . . then, when the whole deal is over . . . he calls me on 

the cell and says ‘we’re good, we’re safe, we’re out, we’re good’.” Although Jennifer and 

her husband have a system now, she told me:

When he first started in his career, though, he got some advice that um he should 

not say anything about his work, he shouldn’t bring it home at all. You know, that 

everything should, when he gets home that is enough that he has to deal with that 

kind of stuff and that um, he should when he comes home just not talk about it. 

Not even talk about what the day was like or what he did and um, I think that was 

really bad advice because that really impacted us in the beginning of our 

relationship.

I interjected, “uh hmm” and Jennifer continued to describe the struggle to communicate 

in the beginning of their relationship. She said, “He would come home . . . and what do 

you talk about? If he can’t talk about his work or talk about the stress of it . . . then, there 

wouldn’t be much, you know, there wasn’t a lot of conversation going on so that was 

pretty frustrating for a long time.” Jennifer told me the frustration ended up having a 

negative impact on her relationship. She explained:

it had a very negative, we actually got divorced . . . and then remarried . . . we had 

a son together so it kept us connected . . . but I really do attribute a lot of that 

relationship and the problems we had. We went from being close and talking 

about everything to all of a sudden he wouldn’t talk about anything. And, I would
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say, well, tell me . . . what’s going on because I could tell he was stressed or um, 

things were bothering him and he was just so committed to not telling me because 

that was the advice he had been given. Um, and again I just don’t think it was 

very good advice, because it damaged our relationship.

I tried to encourage Jennifer to tell me more and show that I was listening by saying, “uh 

hmm” and she continued to tell me, “eventually you drift apart or whatever and I felt shut 

out from it.” From her point of view she said, “He, I’m sure felt frustrated, because he 

felt like I didn’t understand what he was going through and things like that.” When they 

got remarried, however, “that was not the case anymore. So as much as we can we talk 

about it . . . he can’t give me names but um he’ll say it was whatever situation . . . just to 

give him a chance to process it through and I think that has definitely made a big 

difference . . . I can see the difference between when we didn’t talk about it and when he 

did.”

I tried to shift the focus to more of how she perceives secrecy to affect, her so I 

asked, “When he wasn’t talking about it, did you feel like he didn’t trust you and so that’s 

why he didn’t tell you?” She responded, “Absolutely” and continued to tell me about how 

external factors influenced trust in her relationship. She told me:

in my mind my parents are very close and they’re still married and uh, you talk 

about stuff. That was my expectation going into it, so, the fact that he wasn’t 

talking to me was hard. Especially, because they have a close knit group at their 

work where they did talk about stuff with each other. He would talk to the
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dispatchers or other police officers about stuff so their relationships would grow 

and our relationship was sort of um 

Jennifer trailed off and did not finish her statement. She paused and then continued to

say:

It wasn’t me. I’m not the wife that just doesn’t ask questions, I’m a communicator 

I want to know. I want to talk to my husband; I want to have a good relationship. 

So, yeah, it was. I did think that it was about trust and he would tell me that, but 

he did tell me it’ s better not to talk about it and I was told not to bring it home.

We definitely had heightened arguments about that because I said that’s not, it 

doesn’t make any sense.

I interrupted and gave her an encouraging, “uh huh” and then, she concluded, “So yeah, I 

think I did think it was trust at first, but later on when we were working through and 

reconnecting and stuff like that he was able to explain it to me. It wasn’t because he 

didn’t trust me; it was because he was told it was the wrong thing to do.”

At this point in our conversation I had begun to better understand why Jennifer 

may have felt that trust was an issue. I began to share more about my experiences. I told 

her, “for my husband and I, before we were married and we were dating, he had jobs 

outside of the Army. We could talk about our work lives and those sorts of things.” She 

seemed to know what I went through as she said, “oh, yes, yes” and I told her that I 

believe, “I’m the same way” as she is, because “I want to know details, I want to talk to 

you about your day and not that’s just your life and I have mine. It’s our life.” Jennifer 

interject, “exactly, exactly” with an excited tone as though I was hitting the nail on the
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head. I continued to tell her that, “it took me a while to learn that what I could ask and get 

away with or what I couldn’t ask. So, I had to rely a lot on his nonverbal.” Jennifer 

responded, “yep, yep” so I was curious what her experience might be, therefore, I asked, 

“Were you guys ever together when he was in a different job and so you had that 

experience?” She answered, “Absolutely, yeah we met in college . . . and he was working 

at facilities services. So yeah, definitely, we talked about that. And then, he worked a 

summer job and we would talk about all of it. Yeah.”

Our conversation changed a little as I said, “Yeah, and so, then it’s like you have 

this expectation and you’ve built that together and then somebody shatters it. Then, you 

don’t know where to go or what to do.” Jennifer introduced yet another way she was 

affected by her husband’s job as she agreed and told me:

yeah, it changes the dynamic of the relationship when you don’t have substantial 

things to talk about. I think it was compounded at the time because I was staying 

home. I really, really wanted to be the primary caregiver for our kids . . . and I 

made the choice I wanted to stay home and so we did. And so, then, I didn’t have 

a lot to talk about. I was talking to a two year old all day by myself . . . so, I think 

that really magnified things for us. That was an issue too.

I assumed that I could summarize what Jennifer had said so I suggested, “yeah, so you 

just having the need to communicate probably put a little more in your mind” and she 

responded “yes” in a very matter-of-fact way.

Our conversations shifted as I asked, “And so your husband now when he goes 

out with SWAT and can’t come home and tell you things, will he offer you some sort of
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information and then, if  you want to know more information you probe him or you just 

know not to ask questions now?” Jennifer informed me about how her husband, “might 

say it’s a hostage situation or we’re going in to get a bad guy.” She told me, “it’s kind of 

code for everything under the sun that’s kind of how it goes. Yeah, I know that sound so 

funny, but it’s true. He goes. ‘w e’re going in to get the bad guy and I’ll call you when 

we’re done’, and that’s about all I get.” Jennifer continued to tell me different scenarios 

that her husband might tell her like, “his first week on the job he went to two deaths of 

two year like toddlers.” She told me those were, “really bad situations” but explained,

“my husband doesn’t like he doesn’t necessarily like to talk a lot . . . um, I mean he likes 

to talk, do you know what I mean? He has a very masculine style of communication you 

know?” I nodded to let Jennifer know that I thought I understood what she was telling me 

about a masculine style of communication. Jennifer compared she and her husband’s 

family history as she told me:

he also grew up in a family where you don’t, you know, I don’t need to know. 

Which is kind of funny, because I grew up in a very transparent, you tell your 

parents everything you do kind of a deal . . . So I never really knew how much of 

it was his style from his upbringing and how much he couldn’t tell me. So, I never 

could make that distinction. Now, as I get to know him, we’ve known each other 

for a long time now so it’s different. You learn how to maneuver through it.

I echoed what Jennifer had said and paraphrased, “yeah, kind of develop your own 

pattern of how to communicate about the day and that sort of thing.”
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Jennifer began to describe how she and her husband’s communication has 

changed. She said, “now that he is in a management position and I do management 

consulting so we get to talk about that so, we get to have, I think that has been terrific.” 

She elaborated more about their conversation as she told me:

he jokes about me being his HR advisor at home because he’ll be struggling with 

an interpersonal issue at work and I’ll say have you tried this or that. He’ll go, ‘oh 

no I haven’t tried that let me write that down.’ That gives us a lot to talk about 

and it’s more than just um light stuff too. It’s significant stuff which I think is 

healthy in a relationship, to not just have light stuff, to talk about something with 

substance . . . I think about for me it’s easy and above average because of my 

background . . . But um, I can imagine it would be really difficult for others who 

don’t know how to work through that or have that kind of skill set.

Jennifer questioned, “Are you studying any of that?” I responded, “yeah some . . . Some 

people have told . . . that the information their partner might be able to offer them, they 

don’t necessarily even want to know.” She seemed surprised to hear that as she said, “oh 

really?”

My research at this point has opened my eyes to what seems like some people 

want to protect themselves so, I responded to Jennifer and said, “Some people accept and 

don’t want to know more or some people have struggled . . . It’s almost like protecting 

themselves against being able to know too much information.” I gave her more of an 

explanation by using my relationship as an example. I told her:
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if  I were to go out and tell anyone else . . . information that I wasn’t sure he 

should have told me . . . when it’s time to renew his security clearance the 

government will go around and interview our family and friends and things like 

that and so if were to be questioned and know the answer to some of those 

questions it might risk his security clearance. So for us secrecy is kind of like well 

I’m protected and don’t have to know too much information and it protects his job 

and our family and friends if they don’t know too much.

It seemed like my example gave Jennifer an understanding of why somebody might not 

want to know information, because she responded, “oh, gotcha” but did express how she 

might differ from others. She said, “I just don’t think that’s my style, because it’s not 

how I grew up and um yeah it’s just not me.”

Jennifer changed the direction of our conversation as she told me about work- 

mandated secrecy that she possesses. She told me:

I have stuff because I do executive coaching and mediation. So I have a lot of 

information I am privy to about a lot of organizations and you know their dirty 

laundry so to speak . . . I can’t go around the community either and disclose 

things they’re struggling with . . . And that has helped me too, to understand that 

angle of things.

I concurred with Jennifer and told her, “ I bet that helps you to understand where he 

comes from, because I mean it’s such a small scale I feel like compared to whatever his 

secrecy is but . . . just like my students grades . . . I can’t come home and tell him about 

their grades, not that he really cares.” I laughed as I felt silly comparing my students’
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grades to the government secrecy my husband holds but I told Jennifer I do think, “it 

does help me to understand a little bit more.”

Jennifer told me that time has been a factor in how much she is affected by 

secrecy. She said:

it’s been 20 years almost 21 years of knowing each other, it’s you kind of get used 

to what your expectations are and things like that and just get older and wiser . . .

I used to have to have more information but I certainly don’t bury my head in the 

sand either. I’m not one of those that can say, ‘I don’t need to know, don’t tell 

me.’ I don’t know that is hard for me. I want to know the person especially if I see 

they’re struggling with it. That’s when, that’s the time when I’ll say come on 

you’ve got to be able to tell me what’s going on or um, I don’t know, or talk to 

somebody.

I told Jennifer that, “I agree as time has gone on it’s our life, it’s our life and it’s not 

unusual. It’s how we deal with things, but at the same time it’s been a matter of I know 

he is not going to stay in the military I know there is an end to this secrecy.” She 

interjected, “oh, okay, so that helps a little bit” and I continued, “And like you said, I 

don’t want to bury my head in the sand, but, it’s something I understand. This job has 

secrecy and whatever he can share with me he will share with me, because he’s a pretty 

open communicator . . . it almost just has to be the right time for him to tell me.” My 

comment led Jennifer to change the directions of our conversation.

Jennifer began to compare how I communicate with my husband to how she 

communicates with her son. She explained:
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that makes me think about how I approach, we have an 18 year old, and um, it’s 

similar because, of course, some of their lives, they’re not telling you . . . But, that 

is one of my major approaches with him . . . I’ll go down and just sit in his room .

. . Then, it just naturally starts to flow, he will share all kinds of stuff . . . And, it’s 

interesting because it does have the same sort of strain, because when they get 

into the teenage years they stop talking to you about everything . . . so you don’t 

feel as close, because that’s what creates closeness is our sharing of sort of the 

intimate details and that personal side of ourselves.

I interjected and said, “yeah” as I could understand how she might be comparing the two 

relationships. Jennifer concluded her example and said, “So you can see it from the 

military or the police or other kind of fields but same dynamic I think with our 

teenagers.” I agreed with Jennifer and told her, “Right, most definitely. Sort of how you 

might find out information . . . I overhear information when he’s with his friends . . . we 

have people over at our house and they may be talking about work but I’m in ear shot 

range so I hear it.” Jennifer seemed to be in agreement as she responded, “oh, so true, so 

true of course, yes . . . it came naturally.”

Again, I shifted the focus back to she and her husband but continued to discuss 

how information naturally emerges. I asked her, “so with your husband when you guys 

got back together, did you find that’s what was working for you too? Or did you just say 

we’re going to talk more about this or did it just naturally happen?” Jennifer told me,

“No, I think he knew it didn’t work. The whole secrecy thing didn’t work, so he made a 

conscious effort to come home and not disclose right away, just very naturally . . . when
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we’re drinking coffee in the morning we’ll sit down and talk and it came up naturally.” 

She continued to tell me more about the changes in their relationship. She said:

so yeah, I think in his mind that is what changed. His outlook before was, you 

know, keep it in . . . but the paradigm shift was that he was open to saying more 

things and he realized that that wasn’t healthy for our relationship. I think it was 

just that outlook that was different in our relationship . . . it wasn’t just come 

home from work and tell me everything . . . it was whatever came out naturally . .

. I think it’s just the on and off button inside. With secrecy, it’s not everything or 

nothing, it’s somewhere in between, because they have to be careful. They want 

to be true to their oath too and do the right thing.

Jennifer brought up a good point that our husbands want to be honest and uphold their 

integrity. I described that to me it seems like, “they have that obligation to whatever the 

organization is and to the relationship at home so [that involves] picking and choosing 

who can they tell and what can they tell.” I shared with her that, “his coworkers 

obviously know so much more than I do about the job, that it’s kind of like he is another 

person at work that I don’t really know. I’m sure they know a whole other person that I 

don’t even know.” Jennifer seems to have some of those same thoughts as she told me: 

I’ve often said that many times. God forbid anything happen to him, I’m scared 

I’m going to find out all of this stuff, because they do have such, their own lives 

and I know it’s all very, when you’re in emergency services all that its very 

intense, there is emotion and there is a level of closeness that I don’t get. H e’s
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there more than he is here so um yeah, that’s hard. That is something I still 

struggle with.

As Jennifer told me she still struggles with the closeness her husband has with others it 

made me begin to think about whether people who may not even tell their partner that 

secrecy affects them.

I changed the subject and shared my thoughts with Jennifer. I told her that, “I 

think having open communication and being able to say, ‘yeah, it affects me’, and 

obviously I guess your husband started to realize his job was affecting you, but I think 

unless you are willing . . . for some people I think it might be really hard.” I felt like my 

statement was vague so I further explained that, “when I started my research we were in 

the car and I was saying . . . your work affects me and so that is kind of what I’m trying 

to find out from other people, and he said, ‘oh I had no idea my work affected you’.” We 

both began to laugh and Jennifer responded, “Really? Isn’t that funny? . . . That sounds 

like something my husband would say” and as she continued to laugh she said, “it took a 

divorce for my husband to realize it was affecting me. Yeah, it took a lot.” Then, she 

questioned me, “so how does he feel about what you’re doing? Do you guys talk about it 

much?” I responded, “um, just a little bit . . . I might say, ‘hey today I was talking with 

somebody and they brought up this point and I never really thought about that’ . . . he’ll 

just kind of brush it off. I don’t know if it’s just trying not to lead too much onto his job.” 

My train of thought broke and I began to say, “he will very much leave work at work to a 

certain extent and he is trying to start looking outside of the Army now, because it’s just a 

few months until we are done . . .so it has opened up more communication I think about
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work. But, as far as how it affects me right I think he’s just not aware.” Jennifer 

responded, “ah, I see” and then, she asked me about my plans for my career when we are 

out of the Army.

After getting off topic a bit she asked, “Is there anything else I can answer for 

you?” I answered, “Just has secrecy affected you in any other way? . . . it’s just so 

amazing, I think, that you can see secrecy has affected you negatively, but then, worked 

through it to have a successful relationship . . . Because it’s always kind of scary . . . like 

I don’t know if we’re going to make it if  you don’t start talking about something.” 

Jennifer seemed to agree and said:

yes, I think I had even thought at one point that I should become a dispatcher or 

something so that I could work in that environment and know more about it. I 

mean that’s how much I wanted to have that same closeness with my husband as 

others did from, at work. and um, yeah, I think it’s a hard one. I wish I knew at 

the beginning of our relationship what I know now, but, you know, that’s life.

I began to wrap up our conversation as I , “yeah, live and learn” and she said, “let me 

know if you need anything else.” I cut off the recorder and thanked Jennifer for having 

me over to her home. We chatted for a few more minutes as she showed me out.

3.7 Conclusion o f  the conversational interviews

In all six of these descriptions, I attempted to present each conversation with 

integrity to reveal my co-researchers’ perceptions of their lived experiences in their own 

words. Our conversations have helped to co-construct how work-mandated secrecy 

might affect partners and their communication. I found myself identifying with some,
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but, not all of my co-researchers. However, I did learn more about my own relationship 

through their lived experiences as I gained more of an understanding about work- 

mandated secrecy. For example, I had never thought about protecting myself or my 

husband from the negative consequences of sharing too much information. Working with 

the capta and saturating myself in my co-researcher’s lived experiences has prepared me 

to identify emergent themes for the final stage of this study.



Chapter 4 

Human Science Research Analysis

As the researcher, my hands have helped mold this research through all phases. 

Now as the researcher, this final interpretation comes directly from me as I seek the 

essence of the narratives of my co-researchers as well as my own related experience. The 

form of this research requires that my last chapter, my story, must create for those who 

read my research the understanding that I have gained through all aspects of the research 

process. Gergen and Gergen (1991) describe the idea that the researcher’s finger prints 

are all over the research. I have done my best to account for my own biases and represent 

my co-researchers’ lived experiences, using the unrehearsed language of our co

constructed interviews. The compilation of their experiences and my saturated emersion 

in their narratives have allowed for my holistic understanding of their stories, which has 

led to my final stage of analysis. In human science research, reflexivity is an on-going 

process in which the researcher must continuously interpret, recheck, and analyze the 

capta. Certain ideas and common experiences are evident throughout the lived 

experiences of my co-researchers. My perception of these common experiences has led to 

my interpretation of five overall emergent themes and several sub-themes. The themes I 

have found and will discuss below are: (a) Protection against adverse consequences -  Do 

I  need to know?, (b) We have our system, (c) I t ’s different when my partner is not at 

home, (d) I  try not to bury my head but I  try not to probe either, sometimes curiosity just
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gets the best o f me, and (e) Do I  measure up?. In this chapter I describe each of these 

themes and present my interpretation of how partners and their relational communication 

seem to be affected by work-mandated secrecy.

4.1 Protection against adverse consequences — Do I  need to know?

The nature of the process of conversational interviewing, as a type of 

phenomenological research, centers upon the researcher as the research tool. Because of 

this centrality to the process, I was already saturated through my research reading, the 

interview narratives, and so noticed “protection” as an emerging theme after my third 

interview. I dug deeper by asking probing questions in the conversations with my 

remaining co-researchers to understand if they too recognize protection as a part of their 

lived experience of work-mandated secrecy. Protection, then, did emerge as a central 

experience and so as a dominant theme throughout our conversations. Protection seems to 

be the strongest theme as it was discussed similarly by each of my co-researchers. My co

researchers seem to protect themselves, their partners, and their relationships from the 

adverse consequences of knowing too much information due to the nature of work- 

mandated secrecy. As a result of the narratives, three subthemes emerged that describe 

this process of protection.

4.1.1 That’s TMI. Four of my co-researchers discuss how their partner may 

disclose too much information (TMI) which they believe to be unnecessary. Jim 

expresses that his wife, “will tell me whether I wanted to hear it or not” [sic]. Some 

people may not want to know TMI in order to protect themselves. In Jim’s case he says, 

“It is just as well that I don’t know because then I could tell somebody.” Petronio (2002)
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suggests that when information is disclosed, in this case to the partner, then the 

information becomes, “a collective responsibility of both parties”, rather than remaining 

the sole responsibility of the original owner (p.136). However, when a partner gains 

knowledge about secretive information it may not be clear as to what should or should 

not be shared with another person.

I believe two of my co-researchers, Jim and Laura, do not want to know TMI, 

because they are held responsible not to tell another party. Sometimes it may be hard to 

differentiate between what can and cannot be told. Jim describes how, “someone will tell 

you something and say, ‘now don’t tell anyone about this’, but if  they talk to you for 30 

minutes, then it’s like now what did you tell me not to tell?” He seems to protect himself, 

because he adopts the perspective that, “it is best not to say any of what you heard.” An 

application of CPM to the notion of TMI suggest partners should, “regulate [boundary 

permeability] through mutually agreed-upon rules for revealing and concealing 

[information]” (Petronio, 2002, p. 133). However, if  partners are willing to clarify 

expectations of what can and cannot be shared with others then, perhaps one would not 

feel the need to protect himself or herself from TMI. It appears that partners do not often 

explicitly or consciously discuss secrecy boundaries, but instead the partners allow 

boundaries to occur spontaneously in their everyday interactions -  conversation by 

conversation.

Laura seems to echo Jim’s idea to just not share any information. She does not 

want to know TMI, because her visa into America could be compromised. If the 

government should question Laura about information surrounding her husband’s job or
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the government, she says, it is best that “I really don’t know what he is doing and it 

seems like that would make it easier.” Laura seems to believe that set boundaries of 

information sharing protect her; therefore, she does not care to know TMI.

Melissa and Debra do not appear concerned about telling other people 

information, as much as they seem interested to protect themselves emotionally. Melissa 

says that, “it’s so emotionally draining trying to figure out what’s the important stuff, 

what’s not, and trying to filter it.” If she does not know TMI, then Melissa is not sent on 

an emotional roller coaster ride and she can focus on what is important. She has set 

boundaries to protect herself from the rumors she may hear about her husband’s job. 

Melissa explains when, “Jason tells me something. Then, I know it’s important . . . but 

I’m not going to listen to it from other wives or even other husbands.” When TMI is 

presented from other people Melissa has to decide not to become emotionally invested in 

the content.

Debra also protects herself emotionally from knowing TMI, but in her case she 

does not even care to know information from her husband. As she expresses in her 

narrative, “I don’t need to know who he has killed.” Her eyes begin to tear up as she 

expresses a lack of needing to know such information, “about the father of [her] kids,” 

and I could see how she might struggle emotionally if she knew TMI. Debra has come to 

understand that some things, “you’re better off not knowing” and she added finality to 

that point, saying she is, “okay with that.” I can identify with Melissa and Debra, because 

I understand how knowing TMI could emotionally drain someone. In my own experience 

knowing information about my husband’s deployment to Iraq caused me to worry when
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there may not have even been a need to worry. As a result, a preference for not knowing 

as a way of relationally handling “That’s TMI” often acts as protection for self and one’s 

partner.

4.1.2 Your career could be affected. It is essential for some people to maintain 

secrecy so that their career is not negatively affected. My co-researchers seem to 

recognize that they too play a role to withhold information about their partners’ careers in 

order to protect them. I closely identify with Laura as she explains the process of her 

husband’s security clearance renewal, since our husbands are co-workers. Laura says, 

“other people ask what he is doing”, but she believes that if  she nor Mike share TMI with 

others then his career cannot be ruined. If they were to answer a lot of questions then it 

could affect his career. For instance, “if his family gets questioned or whatever by the 

people who do those investigations,” it is better for family and friends to have no answers 

to questions about which they were not supposed to know information. If they did know 

the answers then, her husband’s career could be adversely affected. She protects him, 

because he could lose his security clearance.

There are other instances in which the consequences may be more or less severe. 

In Debra’s case, if  TMI is shared with her or other people, her husband’s career could be 

affected because he could lose his rank. She explains in a more extreme case that, “if I 

say something and it goes the wrong way then they could die for it.” The consequences 

are not necessarily life threatening for Jim’s wife, but if  he shares TMI she could lose her 

nursing license. For example, he says, “If someone really wanted to press her on 

something like well you told . . . and I told someone else and it got around the circle,
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then, you know she is always afraid they could pull her license and she would be out [of a 

career].” The consequences of revealing certain information may not only end one’s 

career, but partners’ relationships may also be compromised depending on the amount of 

information shared. For example, if one shared confidential information beyond the 

confine of the relationship in which TMI was shared then, trust and satisfaction could be 

jeopardized as described in the next sub-theme.

4.1.3 I  want to protect our relationship satisfaction and trust. Partners co-create 

a relational culture (Wood, 1995) unique to their own relationship through mundane 

communication and practices. Communicating with one another about work can help to 

shape partners’ unique relational culture. For some partners the amount of information 

one shares can lead to consequences of higher or lower levels of satisfaction and trust in 

the relationship. In Jennifer’s case when her husband entered his career he was given, 

“advice that he should not say anything about his work, he shouldn’t bring it home at all.” 

Jennifer believes the advice given “really impacted” them and although they are married 

now, the advice ultimately led to the termination of their first marriage. A relationship 

may end in divorce when a person’s, “perceptions of [the presence of] partner dishonesty 

[are] associated with lower levels of relational satisfaction and commitment” (Cole, 2001, 

p. 121). In Jennifer’s case, the satisfaction of her first marriage seems to have been low 

as she says, “eventually, you drift apart or whatever and I felt shut out from it” due to the 

lack of communication. Jennifer expresses that, “I ’m not the wife that just doesn’t ask 

questions, I’m a communicator. I want to know. I want to talk to my husband; I want to 

have a good relationship”; therefore, she and her husband protect their marriage now by
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talking about work as much as possible. None of my other co-researchers had been 

divorced, but they indicated to me during our conversations that they still want to protect 

their relationships.

Debra tries to protect her relationship satisfaction, not due to previous 

consequences suffered, but she says, “because I know how bad it could be . . . if  he 

exposed everything.” It seems as though Debra would not be content, because knowing 

too much, “would change everything.” She indicates, “I may not want to know . . . I 

didn’t want to change how I look at him . . . I’m glad he can’t tell me.” It is 

understandable that Debra would not want to know because it is already clear that a 

person’s partner may have to take another person’s life as legally sanctioned, for instance 

in war.

Most of the other co-researchers express the need to protect their relationships by 

the partners trusting one another. Jim said, “trust should go all the way through” and 

Laura echoes that same idea as she explains, “you really have to make it a priority to be 

completely honest . . . because you have that part of your life where . . . they have to keep 

secrets.” It appears that trust and satisfaction in a relationship are ideas that are closely 

associated in partners’ enactment of protection, as Cole (2001) suggests in his study. For 

example, Melissa suggests that, “you really have to rely on each other and trust that each 

person is going to hold up their end of the bargain”, which tends to aid in perceived 

higher levels of each person’s happiness.

Partners seem to balance work-mandated secrecy, and trust and satisfaction in 

their relationship most effectively when they are able to understand the balance between
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the we [italics added] and the me [italics added] (Josselson, 1996). As individuals, each 

partner will make decisions about how much information to share with each other as well 

as with third parties. The choices my co-researchers make as individuals to avoid adverse 

consequences seem to influence the rules, which are described in the next theme, about 

how they communicate with one another.

4.2 We have our system: Coded language, similes, and so on.

Several of my co-researchers have developed patterns of communication, which 

they recognize to be unique in their own relationships. The uniqueness they share can, 

perhaps, be best understood as “partners’ awareness of shared meanings” (Wood, 1995, 

p. 29), which is Wood’s concept of the process of co-constructed relational culture. In 

other words, the systems my co-researchers have constructed with their partners are a 

result of their awareness of overlapping meanings. The natural, mundane language is 

different for each couple in regards to the phrases and the ways in which they “organize 

[their] relationship” (Josselson, 1996, p. 151). Even though each set of partners seem to 

have their own system, the ways in which the system manifest might vary according to 

the context within their relational cultural. A first example of this idea is demonstrated by 

Jennifer’s story when she says, she and her husband, “just have our little system now” in 

order to discuss what the situation may be when he is out with the SERT team at a crime 

scene. When he goes out she explains, “He’ll call and check in and say, ‘okay we’re 

heading out, I’ll call you when things are safe’ . . . then, when the whole deal is over . . . 

he calls me on the cell and says, ‘we’re good, we’re safe, we’re out, w e’re good’.” 

Perhaps the system Jennifer and her husband have developed might help her to have a
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peace of mind and gain some knowledge about his job. Knowing he is okay is all that she 

really wants to know.

Secondly, in Debra’s experience, she describes what I believe seems to be coded 

language between her and her husband. She says that when her husband was deployed 

she would ask him questions about certain dates and, “He’d say, ‘so many moons’ or . . . 

he would go, ‘our anniversary minus eight’ so that I could do the math and figure the date 

out.” Debra describes these conversations as, “veiled conversations.” She also recognizes 

phrases that may seem insignificant to others as a way in which her husband tries to share 

information with her. For instance, Debra says her husband, “often talks about doing 

something more”, which she understands in their relational culture to mean that he wants 

to be a Delta Force Soldier.

Jim and his wife have created a similar system to Debra and her husband, who 

have co-created a clear set of coded phrases that are unique to their relationship. In Jim’s 

case, he and his wife seem to have a system, which only the two of them may understand, 

about the identity of his wife’s patients. Jim describes that, “Sometimes we’ll see people 

when we’re out shopping and she’ll say, ‘well I can’t tell you how I know that person’” 

but he is able to, “put two and two together” to figure out that the person is a patient of 

his wife. In Jim’s relationship perhaps their system results in the actual revealing of 

secrets. However, in other partners’ relationships, systems of conversational interactions 

show up as similes, which may provide only limited clarity about the work-mandated 

secrecy. But then again, the system serves a two-fold purpose of supplying just enough
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information without specificity and allows the partner to feel like a part of the system 

they have mutually created.

Laura explains that her husband “will try to compare it to something that will help 

me understand sort of what they’re dealing with.” She shares a scenario with me from 

when her husband was in Iraq. She says, “when they were in Iraq he told me at one point, 

‘it’s like we’re building boxes and we have to build 50 boxes from now until then . . . so 

far we are on the first one’, or something like that.” Mike describes his work 

environment to give her a mental picture by saying, “ ‘it looks like in the movies. You 

know when you see people like a bunch of computer screens and stuff like that’ and that 

is all he could ever say.” When the secret holder cannot provide further information for 

her/his partner, then they must move beyond their system, which is comprised of similes 

and coded language, to develop other areas of their communication.

4.2.1 What do we talk about? This sub-theme was substantial enough to highlight 

as a sub-theme of We have our system, because none of my co-researchers seem to avoid 

conversation with their partner, even though work-mandated secrecy is present in their 

relationships. When I ask Ashley if she and her partner avoid conversation she responds, 

“No we share” . In Ashley’s case, talk seems to be about more general topics other than 

work. Jennifer, on the other hand, talks with her husband about issues directly related to 

work. Discussions about work have evolved in their relationship, which Jennifer 

substantiates by saying, “there wasn’t a lot of conversation going on so that was pretty 

frustrating for a long time,” but now her husband is, “in a management position and [she 

does] management consulting.” Therefore, she indicates, “that gives us a lot to talk about
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and it’s more than just light stuff.” For Jennifer it is important to have conversations, 

“about something with substance.” It is perhaps significant to note that several of my 

other co-researchers also desire conversations with substance, but those conversations 

seem mostly about experiences outside of work.

Melissa and Debra tend to discuss common interests, not work issues, to keep 

their committed relationships intact. Melissa expresses that she and her husband, “very 

rarely ever talk about work.” She seems to indulge more in conversation when they,

“talk about the truck parts, or snowmobiling, or Brian”, their son, because secrets do not 

surround those topics. In Debra’s case, she says she does ask her husband about his day 

but they mostly talk, “about the kids”, because when he is deployed, “it’s really about 

what he is missing.” When my co-researchers’ partners are deployed perhaps they talk 

about their personal lives more than work, because they are missing what happens at 

home. In my own experience, my husband and I discuss work much less when he was 

deployed, because he wants to know about what was happening at home. As a result of 

being able to discuss commonalities outside of work, or perhaps non-secretive 

information about work, my co-researchers report successful communication with their 

partners in both local and long distance situations.

4.3 I t’s different when my partner is not at home.

A few of my co-researchers have had similar experiences with having to maintain 

their committed relationships while their partners were away from home. Baxter and 

Montgomery (1996) discuss how dialectical tensions can emerge in a relationship when 

one person desires “connectedness (interdependence, congruence, and positive
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affection)” (p. 85) and openness versus “separateness (independence, difference, and 

negative affect)” (p.85) and closed communication. However, two partners separated by 

distance tend to have more limited communication than when they are together. My co

researchers share that distance tends to lessen the quality and quantity of their everyday 

conversations and adding secrecy to the mix seems to heighten their need for closeness.

4.3.1 Distance affects me more. When my co-researchers’ partners are deployed, 

they are forced to manage such aforementioned tensions more than when their partner is 

at home. There seems to be a difference for couples who see their partner every day, 

because as Jim says that the secrecy, “doesn’t bother me that much because I see her you 

know like every night.” Laura, on the other hand, notices that, “In Iraq it’s all different . .

. it became a bigger deal when they actually deployed.” I got the impression that Laura 

had to deal with tensions of more closed communication when her husband was 

deployed, as well as the desire to want to know more. Laura reflects on a time when her 

husband was long distance and says, “I would have rather known more details when they 

were in Iraq than when he was in Germany and working.” I believe Debra has some of 

those same thoughts because her husband’s job, “isn’t classified” when he is at home, but 

“when they’re gone everything he does is classified.” Debra and Laura dealt with forced 

tension of secrecy through long distance channels, which seems to have made them more 

frustrated because the awareness of secrecy appears to have been heightened.

The classified missions in Iraq also affect Melissa and Jason; however, Melissa 

seems to be more affected by the actions in Iraq when her husband returns home. Melissa 

reasons that secrecy does affect her while he is away, but she did not realize it, “until he
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came home.” Melissa seems to deal with separation by, “pretend[ing] that he’s going on 

vacation kind o f ’ when her husband leaves. When her husband is at home she knows that 

he is, “practicing maneuvers or . . . they’re not actually doing a mission where . . . 

something could occur or arise.” Melissa has more knowledge about her husband’s job 

when he is at home; therefore, she expresses that, “it [secrecy] affects me less.” I believe 

that my co-researchers who have had to manage their relationships across long distance 

have all been affected by the tension of separation and less communication, but perhaps 

in different ways. Each co-researcher does seem to be affected differently by work- 

mandated secrecy based on her/his personality, style of communication, and the nature of 

the specific relationship.

4 .4 I  try not to bury my head but I  try not to probe either, sometimes curiosity ju s t gets 

the best of me.

Several of my co-researchers mention that, rather than probing her/his partner for 

more information, she/he just accepts the work-mandated secrecy. Jim does not seem to 

probe his wife very often for information. He says, “Whatever information she wanted to 

give me was fine” because he is, “not that curious about it” in the first place. In Laura’s 

case it appears that work-mandated secrecy does make her curious. She says, “a part of 

me is curious just because it’s a secret or there are secrets so you want to know;” 

however, she does not probe her husband because she has, “made [her] peace with it at 

this point.” Debra also appears to have accepted work-mandated secrecy to be a part of 

her relationship and she recognizes that, “I’m one of the few people . . . that actually just 

accepts that and says it’s okay and doesn’t ask any questions.” I believe she perceives
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acceptance to be a key element that holds her relationship together. Debra indicates that 

because she is accepting then, “what goes on in our marriage is okay, secrecy wise.” At 

times it seems like one might be accepting of his/her partner’s need to withhold work 

secrets, but in certain situations curiosity gets the best of her/him. Therefore, she/he may 

probe to find out more information.

I believe Melissa has experienced the desire, at times, to know more from her 

husband. For instance, when Jason was in Iraq Melissa, “wanted to know more” about an 

accident that occurred. She was curious about, “what happened” and she says that she 

“did try to [find out information] in a round-about-way.” Melissa tries, “asking [him] like 

. . . nine questions 12 different ways [to] see if maybe he’ll slip up once” but apparently 

Jason has not leaked any information. She does not appear to probe him too often for 

information though, because as previously discussed, they rarely even talk about work.

Jennifer, on the other hand, says that over time she has begun to accept the 

secrecy more. She indicates that after 21 years together she does not, “have to have more 

information” like she did in the past. Although Jennifer will not push her husband for 

information she says she, “certainly do[es]n’t bury [her] head in the sand either.” I 

believe that my co-researchers’ willingness to accept work-mandated secrecy results in 

limiting their desire to probe for more information, but they are cautious about not 

burying their heads in the sand either. Consequently, information seems to naturally 

emerge from the partner who holds work-mandated secrets.

4.4.1 Information naturally emerges when w e’re talking. A couple of my co

researchers simply allow information to naturally emerge about her/his partner’s job
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when they have conversations. Jennifer describes that in the past secrecy had a negative 

impact on she and her partner’s relationship, therefore something had to change. She 

explains that, “he made a conscious effort to come home and not disclose right away, just 

very naturally.” For instance she says, “When we’re drinking coffee in the morning w e’ll 

sit down and talk and it [work information] came up naturally.” In Laura’s relationship 

information also naturally emerges due to she and her husband’s interactions with his co

workers. She says, “back in Germany . . . someone else would ask ‘can I say this in front 

of your wife?’ . . . [or] ‘Is this something we can talk about outside of the skiff?’”, or the 

building where they worked. I could relate to Laura’s experience, because sometimes I 

overhear my husband and his co-workers exchanging stories about Iraq. Because my 

own head is not buried in the sand, I do not ignore the fact that work-mandated secrecy is 

present in our relationship, I pick up on the information that naturally emerges from the 

men’s conversation. Sometimes information that emerges spontaneously in our 

conversations is insightful and very detailed, compared to other times when the 

information may be less significant and more general. The type of conversation that 

emerges may depend on those who are involved and what styles of communication 

behaviors they enact.

4.4.2 We have different gendered communication styles. A sub-theme of 

gendered communication styles (Appendix D) strongly emerges from the conversational 

interviews, which I had not previously anticipated. This is an important topic to 

understand; therefore, a short description of theoretical perspectives about these 

differences is necessary in order to further analyze this sub-theme. Men and women enact
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different styles of communication behaviors, in that society generally habituates men to 

use masculine styles and women to use feminine styles of communication. Wood (2007), 

however, suggests that, “although most girls learn feminine style, some boys also do, and 

although most boys learn masculine styles, some girls also do” (p. 123). A feminine style 

of communication may be referred to as “rapport-talk” (Tannen, 1996) where one’s goal 

in communication is to build a relationship using “supportive, nurturing, and 

collaborative” (DeFrancisco and Palczewski, 2007, p. 48) language. People who display 

feminine communication behaviors also tend to be highly detail oriented. A masculine 

style of communication seems to be just the opposite, as one may describe it as “report- 

talk” (Tannen, 1996). In report-talk one is, “expected to be assertive, strong and 

competitive” (DeFrancisco and Palczewski, 2007, p. 48) and speak less about the 

relational aspects when in conversation. People with a masculine style of communication 

tend not to be less concerned with the details at the interactional level; rather she/he may 

talk at another person instead of with her/him. Tannen (1996) suggests that, “women feel 

comfortable doing ‘private’ speaking” and “men feel comfortable doing ‘public’ 

speaking,” but let’s not forget this is not always the case (p. 69). Some women have 

masculine styles of communication while some men display feminine styles of 

communication; and finally, these styles are only dominant and any person may display 

either given a particular social situation.

My co-researchers did not always conform to society’s expectations of gendered 

communication styles, but they did enact clear styles of communication in our 

conversation. Ashley seems to have more of a masculine style of communication. She
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gives short responses such as, “nope” and provides limited information regarding her and 

Rebecca’s relationship. Most of my other co-researchers provide elaborative examples to 

help me understand their relationships. Some of them even suggest that different styles of 

gendered communication affect their relationships.

In Laura’s case she appears to have a feminine style of communication both in our 

conversation and in her relationship. At one point in our conversation she says, “It’s not 

the content . . . but just to know a little bit more of what their work life looks like” that is 

important to her. She desires to know more about her husband to build their relationship 

more. Two of my co-researchers, Jim and Jennifer, were also detail oriented with me; 

however, in Jim’s relationship he seems to have a more masculine style of 

communication. When his wife asks him if she has shared an experience about her day, 

Jim does not always know the details of what she is referring because he’ll say, “I don’t 

know maybe I wasn’t really listening.” This type of statement is almost a cliche about 

how those with a masculine style of communication interact with her/his partner. Even 

though these different styles can be identified, as stated before, they are not aligned 

entirely with only one gender. Women’s and men’s communication styles can also be 

applied to how they perceive and interpret information.

Jennifer’s husband seems to have a similar style of communication to that of Jim. 

Jennifer seems to understand that her relationship might be affected sometimes due to her 

and her husband’s different communication styles. She is very detail-oriented and 

indicates that, “He has a very masculine style of communication.” Because of Jennifer’s 

background in communication she was able to give me an example of how her husband’s
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communication is more masculine. She explains that her husband, “grew up in a family 

where you don’t . . . need to know” versus her family who was, “very transparent, you 

tell your parents everything.” The different communication styles she and he enacted in 

their families became part of how they communicated in their relationship. Due to the 

differences between Jennifer’s and her partner’s communication patterns, as well as, the 

presence of secrecy, she indicates that she, “never really knew how much of it was his 

style from his upbringing and how much he couldn’t tell [her].”

However, in some relationships there may be a closer similarity in partners’ styles 

of communication. Debra and her husband both appear to have masculine styles of 

communication, which suggests that they have little need for details within their 

relationship. She seems to be okay with the work-mandated secrecy in her relationship 

and she embraces the attitude of, “Who cares?” about the details. Debra expresses that,

“If I don’t find out it can’t hurt me . . . it’s life.” Debra’s lack of a desire to know more 

information coincides with her need to protect herself from TMI. My co-researchers may 

identify me either as someone with whom they could have public talk or private talk with, 

but they may behave differently in their committed relationship. Work-mandated secrecy 

is present in all of their relationships and as a result my co-researchers’ learned styles of 

communication appear to affect how they adapt to the presence of the secrecy.

4.5 Do I  measure up?

The levels of secrecy and the types of secrecy also seem to influence how my co

researchers’ behave in their relationships. Half of my co-researchers tend to question 

whether or not their jobs and/or activities measure up to their partners’ careers. It appears
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that my co-researchers’ partners enact different levels of secrets. Some only have 

entrusted secrets (Goffman, 1959) and some have a second layer within the entrusted 

secrets. Entrusted secrets are kept to uphold one’s commitment to his/her organization. In 

some cases the entrusted secrets held appear to be at higher levels, because not only does 

the partner hold entrusted secrets but there is a second layer of strategic secrets. The 

strategic secrets are about the actual plans of action within an organization. Therefore, 

entrusted secrets appear to holistically protect the organization and strategic secrets seem 

to protect the actual information about one’s career in an organization. Several of my co

researchers gave me the impression that they think their partner does not perceive what 

she/he does to measure up to the secret holders’ job or mission.

It is my understanding that Jim does not believe his job at the school district to be 

as important as his wife’s nursing career. The conversations he and his wife have appear 

to construct Jim’s opinion. He indicates, “I don’t have a real exciting job” and he 

downplays his career when he says, “What am I doing? I’m cleaning toilets, I swept the 

floor, and there is all the other things going on you know with the kids at school and 

whatever.” Jim seems to be frustrated on occasion when he tries to tell his wife about his 

day and she’ll say, “ ’Oh that’s stupid you don’t have to tell me all of that, it’s too 

boring’.” He continues to express that he did not tell her much because, “after she shuts 

you down a couple of times its like eh.” Even though he believes, “what [he’s] doing is 

not that exciting” he does not desire to continuously, “get [his] head snapped off by her.” 

Jim might be frustrated but ultimately he and his wife’s conversations seem to result in 

Jim’s lack of confidence that his career measures up to her career.
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Melissa also seems frustrated about whether or not her husband thinks she 

measures up to him due to her role as a homemaker and student. Melissa is a student and 

stay-at-home mom, so she works hard to run the household when her husband is 

deployed. When Jason was deployed their son had to have emergency surgery. Melissa 

expresses that Jason, “will never know the kind of, how bad my heart hurt and ached” 

while she cared for Brian. She says, “He didn’t see how bad it was, he didn’t 

understand,” but, the fact that she experienced something that significant without Jason 

seems to make her, “more understanding and compassionate towards” what Jason does. 

Perhaps Melissa somewhat understands the secrecy side of Jason’s job, but she still 

acknowledges that, “it’s hard not to fall into that trap where you’re getting into a pissing 

contest about whose job is harder or stressful or something.”

My co-researcher Jennifer also understands her husband’s secrecy to a certain 

extent because she too has work-mandated secrecy. Jennifer is a consultant for several 

businesses that require confidentiality; therefore, she says, “I have a lot of that I’m 

information privy to about a lot of organizations and I can’t go around the community 

either and disclose things they’re struggling with.” She must keep these entrusted secrets 

just as her husband must, so she says, “that has helped me too, to understand that angle of 

things.” Jennifer is able to understand how one must keep entrusted secrets, but also does 

not believe her secrecy is as significant as her husband’s work-mandated secrecy. My 

experience in my relationship is similar to Jennifer’s, therefore I closely identify with the 

different levels of secrecy from my experience of not being able to discuss every aspect 

of my job as an instructor compared to my husband’s military secrecy. There appears to
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be moderate to high levels of career-related secrecy in most of my co-researchers’ 

relationships, where some perceive their own careers to be less important than those that 

involve secrecy.

4.6 Summary, conclusion, and implications fo r  future research.

Through the process of reviewing extant scholarly literature, listening to my co

researchers’ lived experiences, and analyzing and interpreting the capta, the five themes 

described above emerged and created a holistic understanding of how partners’ 

relationships and communication are affected by work-mandated secrecy. I was able to 

co-construct an understanding that my co-researchers perceive work-mandated secrecy to 

primarily affect their desire to enact protection in their relationship. The theme of 

protection seems to divide out into various sub-themes where partners enact protection as 

in: (a) protection for herself/himself (That’s TMI), (b) for her/his partner (Your career 

could be affected), and/or (c) for their relationship (I want to protect our relationship 

satisfaction and trust). If one enacts protection, then it is likely that adverse consequences 

to their relationship and careers might be avoided. The overriding theme of protection 

appears to provide a structure in which the not-sharing of secretive information can be 

negotiated.

Perhaps one does not identify her/his actions as those of protection, but she/he 

may recognize the need for a cueing device such as a pattern of natural language in order 

to discuss work-mandated secrecy. Thereby, the second strongest theme, We have our 

system, appears to aid in partners’ ability to communicate about work and still maintain a 

successful relationship when certain situations or information must be kept secret. If
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partners create a unique system of communication then it seems as if  they can better 

manage dialectical tensions (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996) that may arise. Perhaps, one’s 

desire to know more information can be fulfilled using coded language without her/his 

partner having to outright break his/her oath to uphold work-mandated secrecy. Partners 

might also have a deeper sense of closeness since the coded language they create is only 

practiced by the two of them. This type of relational communication functions to 

construct the more intricate, personal aspects of their relational culture. The desire to be 

close could be adversely affected however, if  partners do not have an effective system of 

communication in place. When partners are separated for long periods of time in order to 

continuously maintain a satisfactory level of communication, they often must find ways 

to create and/or recreate their relational culture system.

It seems as though once partners create a communication system, they more 

successfully handle geographic distance in their relationships. Therefore, the third theme, 

I t ’s different when my partner is not home, makes evident that my co-researchers may be 

more affected when their relationship is forced to be negotiated through long distance 

channels. Interpersonal, distance communication understandably becomes constrained 

through the lack of face-to-face interaction. Several of my co-researchers expressed that 

dealing with secrecy was more difficult when their partners were deployed. This concept 

suggests that other forms of connecting, such as the use of Skype, internet chat, and/or 

monitored phone privileges, become the conversational mainstay. Partners who make a 

conscious effort to share details about their day when they are geographically separated 

tend to experience more success with relational maintenance. Perhaps partners’
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willingness to adapt and change their communication systems while long distance, aids in 

a more satisfying and successful relationship. No matter what length of time my co

researchers and their partners spend together or at long distance, the curiosity to find out 

more information still seems to get the best of them at times.

The fourth emergent theme, I  try not to bury my head, but I  try not to probe 

either; sometimes curiosity just gets the best o f me, helps one to further understand how 

some partners can still be affected even when communication expectations have been 

established in their relationships. Apparently, a person may not probe her/his partner 

about her or his work day because she/he already knows that: (1) the partner cannot 

discuss work issues, (2) they do not care to know TMI, and/or (3) the partner may not 

disclose as much about his/her day if constantly questioned. Perhaps partners with work- 

mandated secrecy are more willing to discuss her/his day with another when their spouse 

is patient and allows information to naturally emerge. It seems as though my co

researchers who allowed information to naturally emerge actually knew more about 

her/his partner’s job than did those who probed for information. Those who want to know 

more details may also have a different gendered style of communication than their 

partners possess. One’s gendered communication style, masculine or feminine, may or 

may not change over time, since the behaviors are learned through interaction with 

others. Therefore, it is important for partners to acknowledge their different 

communication style and to learn to manage communication within those styles. Partners 

might also be like Jennifer and use gendered communication styles to discuss secrecy. As
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a result of understanding one another’s gendered communication styles, partners may 

understand when to probe for information and when to let information naturally emerge.

Lastly, the least prominent emergent theme, Do I  measure up?, emphasizes some 

people’s need to compare their jobs with that of their partner. Perhaps, when one has 

work-mandated secrecy there is not only a lack of clarity about his/her job, but a sense of 

importance is created regarding his/her position. Some of my co-researchers seem 

frustrated to think that their job was not as, “important or stressful” as their partner’s 

career. Partners who have double-layer secrecy, where both partners have some level of 

work-mandated secrecy, seem to wonder less about whether or not their work measures 

up to that of their spouses’. This may be because she/he also feels important in her/his 

position. Clearly, if  partners practice open communication, self awareness regarding 

her/his communication style, and willingness to discuss these different perceptions with 

each other, they may be able to reduce potentially negative consequences of work- 

mandated secrecy in their relational communication.

This study suggests that future research is warranted. Most notably is the need for 

more research on how the different gendered styles of communication affect each 

partner’s interpreted perception of how work-mandated secrecy influences their 

relationship. It would also be beneficial to gain a better understanding of how the partner 

who possesses the secrecy perceives and interprets their relational communication. More 

research is needed to make clear the concepts of “need to know” and “need to not know.” 

Lastly, conducting research in a different location might provide access to a wider variety 

of careers in which secrecy is mandated. Different levels and types of secrecy could then
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be able to be further explored and would provide a broad and more holistic framework 

for understanding how partners’ perceive and interpret work-mandated secrecy within 

their committed relationships.
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Appendix A

Informed Consent Form 
Secrecy in Committed Relationships Due to Career: A Communication Perspective

IRB # __________  Date Approved__________

Description of the Study:
You are being asked to take part in a research study about how secrecy affects 
communication in a committed relationship. The goal of this study is to better 
understand, from your perspective, how secrecy due to your partner's career 
affects communication in your relationship. You are being asked to take part in 
this study because you perceive that secrecy has occurred in your committed 
relationship due to your partner's career. You are also willing to share your lived 
experience with me to help me gain a better understanding of how secrecy affects 
communication in committed relationships. Please read this form and ask any 
questions you may have before you agree to be in the study.

If  you decide to take part, you will be asked to share your experience of how your 
committed partner's work mandated secrecy affects your relationship. It is 
important to understand that you will not be asked to reveal any classified 
information about your partner's career, only how secrecy affects your 
relationship. I will conduct an interview in which we will have an open 
conversation with a few open-ended questions to help guide our discussion. The 
discussion will allow me to gain an understanding of how secrecy is affecting your 
committed relationship. The interview will be audio recorded and will last 
approximately 45 minutes to one-and-a-half hours, but is not limited to time.

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
The risks to you if you take part in this study are minimal. Self-transformation may 
arise through the conversational interview and you may wish to further discuss 
your relationship with a professional. I f  you would like to discuss this topic further, 
a list of community therapists will be provided. Any cost acquired while seeking 
outside therapy is your responsibility as the participant.

The potential benefit to participating in this study is that you will have a chance to 
share your lived experiences with me which may release the burden of holding on 
to certain feelings and information. I do not guarantee that you will benefit from 
taking part in this study.

Confidentiality:
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The data collected from the interview will be stored in Gruening 503, the 
Department of Communication, at the University of Alaska Fairbanks (UAF) in a 
secured area along with this signed informed consent form. Any information with 
your name attached will not be shared with anyone outside the research team. 
We will protect your confidentiality by assigning you a pseudonym so no one can 
trace your shared experience to your name, properly disposing of audio 
recordings, limiting access to identifiable information, telling the research staff 
the importance of confidentiality, and storing research records in locked cabinets. 
The data collected via audio recording will be destroyed immediately after I  have 
transcribed the interview into written text. The data derived from this study 
could be used in reports, presentations, and publications but you will not be 
individually identified.

Voluntary Nature of the Study:
Your decision to take part in the study is voluntary. You are free to choose not to 
take part in the study or to stop taking part at any time without any penalty to 
you.

Contacts and Questions:
I f  you have questions now, feel free to ask us. I f  you have questions later, you 
may contact Dr. Jean Richey at (907) 474 -7405 or by e-mail at 
jean.richey@uaf.edu.

If  you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, please 
contact the Research Coordinator in the Office of Research Integrity at 474-7800 
(Fairbanks area) or 1-866-876-7800 (outside the Fairbanks area) or fyirb@uaf.edu.

Statement of Consent:
I understand the procedures described above. My questions have been answered 
to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this study. I have been provided a 
copy of this form.

Signature of Subject & Date

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent & Date

mailto:jean.richey@uaf.edu
mailto:fyirb@uaf.edu


118

Appendix B 

Resources for Families in Fairbanks, Alaska

Fairbanks Marriage and Family Therapy 
Tim Sander, M.Ed.
2501 Airport Way
Fairbanks, AK 99709
(907) 457-1858 or (907) 458 -  7252

*Lynn Harrison, M.Ed.
3504 Industrial Avenue, Suite #107 
Fairbanks, Alaska, 99701 
(907) 479-8450 
http://www.lharrison2.com

*A Growing Concern Counseling Center Inc. 
Valerie, Jensen, LCSW 
600 University Ave. Suite 5D 
Fairbanks, AK 99701

* Denotes a Tri-Care insurance provider

http://www.lharrison2.com
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Appendix C 

An Article Supporting Conversational Interviewing

Ortiz, S. M. (2001). How interviewing became therapy for wives of professional athletes: 
Learning from a serendipitous experience. Qualitative Inquiry, 7, 192 -  220.
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Appendix D 

Gendered Styles of Communication

Feminine Communication Style

1. Use talk to build relationships and 
rapport with others.

2. Self disclose often and seek disclosure to 
learn about others.

3. Use talk to create equality.

4. Relate to others’ experiences to show 
understanding.

5. Express understanding to give support.

6. Ask others’ for more details and 
encourages them to elaborate.

7. Takes turn with others when talking and 
shares the stage.

8. Responds to others to demonstrate that 
you are listening.

9. Others feel like they can add information 
because you are tentative.

10. Talking is a way to build relationships 
in which details enhance the level of 
connection.

Masculine Communication Style

1. Use talk to accomplish tasks and repor 
to others.

2. Self disclosure can make you vulnerab

3. Use talk to create status and show 
power.

4. Relate to others’ experiences to show 
competition.

5. Give advice or help solve a problem to 
give support.

6. Does not seek details or elaboration.

7. Interrupts others when talking and does 
not share the stage.

8. Responds to others to make your own 
point and out do the others.

9. Others feel like you are in command 
because you are assertive.

10. Talking is a way to sequentially 
complete a task and details only straii 
the process.

Adapted from Wood, J. (1995). Relational communication. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.


