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Sharing personal information brings people together

and helps them like one another more. Butin an age of
self-disclosure, how do you know when you've gone too
far—or when someone else has ulterior motives?

BY SARA ECKEL
PHOTOGRAPHS BY HANNA WHITAKER




WHE“ T“M KEA[Y SIG"ED “p for a day-long personal

essay writing workshop in Berlin, the data scientist saw it as an engaging way to fill a Sat-
urday. “I thought it would be good fun—trying interesting exercises, learning how to make
something out of your experiences,” he says.  Then his classmates went around the table
toshare what they’d be discussing: aracist father, an S&Mrelationship gone bad, anabusive
boyfriend. Kealy, slated to be the 14th of 15 in the group tospeak, had planned to write about
learning to draw. “By the time it got to me, I realized this was not the class I'd signed up for.
Asthe day went on, Iincreasingly felt, Oh my God, this is way too much.” § One could argue
thatina personal-essay class, each participant should be prepared for whatever topicarises,
and Kealy suspects he was just unlucky that the subject matter in this particular cohort was
sodark. Buthisgutreaction—whoa, TMI!—is one many of us know well. § Weliveinatime of
unparalleled personal expression. Long-lost co-workersand highschool acquaintances daily
inviteusintotheirhomesand their psyches. Traditionally marginalized groupsare speaking
out. Victimsare confronting abusers. Addicts are owning their pasts. The freedom to “speak
your truth” and “give zero f*cks” brings a lot of benefits, but it can also lead to some thorny
questions, like how much we should reveal about ourselves—and how much weshould want
to know about others. § Each of us tries to erect a boundary around the parts of ourself we
want to keep private, or at least shielded from those with whom we’re not intimate. Some

Here’s the rub: We like
telling others about our-
selves. Inresearch conducted
by Illinois State University
sociologist Susan Sprecher,
previously unacquainted
participants were paired and
instructed to ask each other
questions. In one group,
people took turns—one
person spoke for 10 minutes
while the partner listened,
then they’d switch. In the
second group, individuals
engaged in a reciprocal back
and forth, responding to each
otherinthemoment. Inthere-
ciprocal version, confidantes
liked each other more.

peopleare morevigilantaboutraising those firewalls than oth-
ers, however, which can lead to discomfort, if not open con-
flict, because it’s harder to keep others’ revelations out than
itis to keep our own within. “We think about boundariesasa
self-oriented concept: This is my boundary. Butit’s not justa
matter of what you’re willing or not willing tosay, it’salsowhat
you’rewillingtoletin,” says Mariana Bockarova, a psychology
researcher at the University of Toronto.

In healthy relationships, romantic or
otherwise, Bockarova says, we attune
ourselves to others’ boundaries by
making gradual “bids of trust.”
For example, on a first date you
might confess that you’d had
atough day at work because
yourboss was snippy to you.
“If the other person doesn’t
say anything back, chances
are you wouldn’t further ex-
tend,” shesays. “Bids of trust
arelessened whenthere’sno
reciprocity. You'resuddenly
not safe with this person.”

...IF YOU SHOW ME YOURS

SITTING IN THAT class of 15,
Kealy’s distressed silence didn’tregister
the way it would have if he had been with
only one or two people. It was easier to just
stay quiet and keep his discomfort to himself. But even one-
on-one, people aren’t always receptive to cues—averted
eyes, frantic smiles—that now is not the time to discuss
their digestive-tract issues or custody battles.
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IF YOUR
PARENTS RENTED A
BILLBOARD TO LET
EVERYONE KNOW YOU
WERE POTTY-TRAINED,
THAT WOULD HAVE
BEEN WEIRD.

When weare firstgetting
to know one another, Spre-
cher explains, we find the encounter most enjoyable when
the extent of self-disclosure is balanced. On a first date, the
guy who talks nonstop about himself may be an unappealing
candidate, but, then, so is the woman who only asks ques-
tions and never shares anything.

That natural inclination to reciprocate can backfire,
however. Angela J. Thompson was initially happy to meeta

womannamed SarahataChamberof Commerce
eventin Jacksonville, Florida. Both had gone
through contentious divorces with abu-
sive men who had cheated on them;
Sarah knew this about Thompson
because she had published an
account of her ordeal in an
anthology about women
rebounding from setbacks.
Thompsonwas, infact, doing
wellby thattimeand running
an asset-management com-
pany. She was glad to have
an opportunity to share her
advice and experience, but
then Sarah started grilling
her with questions like, “Do
you thinkyourhusband cheated
because you gained weight?” and
“How often did you have sex?”

Shocked in the moment, Thompson
says, she answered her. “It was almost over
before I really started questioning myself,” she

says. “Ijust wasn’t prepared.”

People who score high in the personality trait of agree-
ablenessare particularly susceptible to this type of boundary
blindsiding, Bockarova says. “They’re more likely to accept
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someone oversharing and to share in response because they
don’t want the other person to feel in the wrong.”

Forthose soinclined, Bockarovarecommends practicing
the skill of beingjust a bit disagreeable—allowing anawkward
silence to hang forafewmomentsordecliningtoanswerapry-
ing question. This not only protects your privacy, but enables
you to get some important information about other people.
“If their reaction is not particularly kind, that will teach you
somethingabout whetheryou canengageindifficult conversa-
tions with them. If they validate your feelings and apologize,
you’d be more likely to trust them,” she says.

Danielle Bayard Jackson, for example, has close female
friends, but would sometimes feel uncomfortable when talk
turned to their sex lives. “They might gab about it or make
ajoke. They’ll divulge and ask questions about me and my
husband—not to be nosy, but because we’ve had a glass of
wine,” she says. “So I’ve learned to just say, ‘Girl, I'll talk to
you about a lot of things, but for some reason I
protect that. That’sjust my thing.”

By making her need for privacy
“her thing,” Jackson keeps the con-
versation from devolving into
shame or blame. “If you say,
‘I’m sorry, but that makes
me really uncomfortable,’
you’ve created an awkward
situation where they’re
scrambling to recover. But
ifI1say, ‘Ilove you, butIjust
don’t talk about that,’ that
canactually createan inter-
esting conversation,” says
Jackson, co-founder of a
Tampa public relations firm
for underrepresented groups.

DREADING THE OFFICE

DURING HER EARLIER career as a high
school teacher, Jackson had a co-worker who
talked at herincessantly. While Jackson tried to grade papers
orschedule calls with parentsin the teachers’lounge, the col-
league yammered on, griping about students and the princi-
pal. Jackson knew better than to share her own work-related
frustrations with suchanindiscreet talker, but shealsowasn’t
comfortable confronting her. “I felt like I had to listen to her
because everyone else shunned her; she didn’t have anyone
elsetotalkto,” shesays. “Ichose tobe politeand tojust dread
going to work every day because I was too worried about the
fallout from saying something.”

The problem bled into her home life, where her boy-
friend was subject to nightly rants about the co-worker. “I
was possessed,” she says. “It was all  wanted to talk about
when Igot home.”

Jody Foster, a psychiatry professor at the University of

AGREEABLE
PEOPLE MAY BE
SUSCEPTIBLE TO BOUNDARY

BLINDSIDING, ACCEPTING

OVERSHARING AND
RECIPROCATING S0 THE
OTHER PERSON DOESN'T

FEEL IN THE WRONG.

Pennsylvania’s Perelman School of Medicine, says thatletting
the office oversharer dump on you isn’t just detrimental to
your productivity and mental well-being; it can also put you
in a difficult position if someone is truly unstable, “and then
yourealize, Oh no, thisis my responsibility.”

Simply telling a colleague that she’s out of bounds isn’t
always an option, since offending her could make your work
life even more difficult. In that case, says Foster, co-author of
The Schmuck in My Office: How to Deal Effectively With Difficult
People at Work, consider putting a timer on the monologues.
That’s what Jackson eventually did. “Ilearned to say, ‘I'm so
sorry. I have to make these calls right now. Can we chatabout
this after school?’ Then I’d dedicate five minutes. After that,
I’d say ‘I guess I should get going. I have papers to grade.”

Jackson believes her former co-worker was just needy,
butsometimes colleagues have moreinsidious motives. They
might want to push you to divulge your own grievances about

the boss so they can one day use the informa-
tionagainst you. Or they mightbe priming to
dump their work on you, teeing up sym-
pathywithsobstoriesaboutbackaches
and bad partners. The most dan-
gerous of these people have the
“dark triad” personality traits
associated with ethicallyand
morally questionable behav-
ior—narcissism, psychopa-
thy, and Machiavellianism.
A 2018 Danish-German proj-
ect found thata common de-
nominator of these traitsisa
proclivity to prioritize one’s
own interests over the needs
of others, even if it means
causing harm to them.

To protect yourself, Foster ad-
vises, observe seemingly problematic
co-workers’ behavior over a significant

period of time before offering your trust. Pay

attention to whospeaks over their colleaguesin

meetings, who takes credit for the group’s work, and who al-

ways peddles the most salacious gossip. “People are always
giving you little tips of their iceberg,” Foster says.

And when you’re the boss, you’re likely to notice that
some employees will strive to break down boundaries for
their own benefit. “They want to draw you in so they can
get pastthose barriers,” says Dane Kolbaba, an entrepreneur
whose companiesinclude an ecofriendly pest-control firmin
Phoenix. “But then you’re not the boss anymore. You’re just
Dane, ‘my buddy; And with buddies you get special favors.”

In and out of the office, relationships change over time.
College roommates fade to distant acquaintances while new
neighborsbecomebest friendsand strangersbecomespouses.
As we develop and step away from intimacy with others, the
rules of engagement constantly shift.
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DURING THE INITIAL, getting-to-know-you phase of a
relationship, we engage in reciprocal sharing, but Sprecher
says that as healthy relationships develop, we stop adhering
tothe straight tit for tat. “If you’re on a fifth dateand you had
areally bad day and want to vent, you wouldn’t necessarily
want the other person to say, ‘Okay, my turn. I want to talk
about my horrible thing.’ At the very beginning, reciprocity
might be extremely important; later, the responsiveness of
your partner is more important.”

As relationships progress, pairs discuss fewer topics
but go deeper. The disclosure timetable, however, canvary
greatly. For most of their 20-year friendship, Riz Rashdiand
his two best friends never got very personal in their con-
versations. “We’d talk about sports, their kids, what we did
last weekend, surface-level stuff;” says Rashdi, a San Diego
business analyst.

But when his marriage ended after 14
years, Rashdi wanted to know about his
friends’ experiences, since they had
gone through divorces, too. Were
they sad? What did they do
with their ex-wives’ stuff?
Was it still in the bedroom
when dates came over?
“We got so much closer
because I opened up. For
them, it was stuff that had
already happened three
or four years earlier, but
we’d never talked about it
because we’re guysand we
don’t feel we need to. But
once we opened the door, it
was awesome. I thought, Is this
what it’s like beinga woman—where
you get to connect this much with
another person?”

Rashdi’sinstinctsare correct: Women tend
to reveal more of their emotional lives to one another than
men do. “Men tend to socialize with activity-based experi-
ences, whetherit’sgoing fishing or watching sports together,”
Bockarova says. “They’re less likely to have heart-to-hearts
where they spend areally long time talking about their prob-
lems.”

Instead, many men rely on their romantic partners
to receive all of their deepest fears and traumas—a phe-
nomemon that has been dubbed “emotional gold-digging.”

“Wives tend to be better than husbands at maintaining
intimate relationships beyond the marriage,” says North-
western University psychologist Eli Finkel, “which means
that husbands are highly dependent on their wives foremo-
tional connection.”

Finkel’s research has found that Americans place sig-
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“SOMETIMES
WHEN A TEEN COMES
IN FOR COUNSELING AND
| ASK HIM TO TELL ME
ABOUT HIS PARENTS, HE'LL
SAY, ‘ALL WE EVER TALK
ABOUT IS ME.”

than theydid indecades past, a problem exacerbated Dy the
intensity of 21st-century life. Increased expectations for
workers and parents, combined with an unending stream
of digital information, leaves spouses with less bandwidth
to meet their partner’s needs. Finkel recommends that
spouses—especially husbands—maintain a wide circle of
friends and family members with whom they can share
their interior lives.

In other words, yes, reveal your most private self to
your spouse, but remember that partners have to main-
tain boundaries, too, and might not always have the emo-
tional capacity to revisit your difficult upbringing or fear
of death. §

When the time is right, sharing vulnerabilities with
partners increases intimacy, but only under certain
conditions. Chandra Khalifian, a postdoctoral research

fellow at the University of California, San Diego
School of Medicine, noticed that the vul-
nerabilities couples broughtinto therapy
concerned issues that occurred with-
in the relationship—complaints
like “You don’t treat me as an
equal.” However, the bulk
of the research she’d seen
centered on the effects on
relationships of external dif-
ficulties partners had expe-
rienced before they met, like
abad divorce or a traumatic
childhood.

So Khalifian conducted
research separating “part-
ner-exclusive” and “part-

ner-inclusive” vulnerabilities.
While her work affirmed that
partner-exclusive vulnerabilities in-
creased intimacy, partner-inclusive ones
actually created moredistance. Forexample,
one man in the study said he felt embarrassed
when his partner made fun ofhimin front of their friends, vio-
latingaboundary he expected her tomaintain: “Even though
you think it’s just a joke, it makes me not trust what you say
in public, so I don’t want to spend time with you around our
friends.” In this dynamic, Khalifian says, the partner who
caused the emotional pain feels implicated and is likely to
respond defensively since sheis motivated toreduceherown
distress first, not comfort her partner.

When we relate to each other in person, the impulse to
alternate disclosures and bids of trust keeps most of us within
bounds. But all of that goes out the window when we’re re-
lating to each other online. Without one-on-one social cues,
it’s easy to become careless with what we reveal about our-
selves—and others. And then it’s Tom Kealy’s oversharing
writing class, times a billion.
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MOMS ON FACEBOOK

JENNIFER GOLBECK, A computer scientist at the Uni-
versity of Maryland, says social media create a disconnect
between the audience we think we have—the friends whose
posts we follow and like—and the people actually watching
us; studies by Facebook find that users estimate that their
audience is only about 27 percent of its actual size. “Even
though we know the information is semi-public, we think
we’re talking tojust a certain group of people,” Golbeck says.

“We’relulled into thinking we have a friendly audience when
we don’t necessarily.”

That cognitive dissonanceisintentional, says Leah Plun-
kett, a professor at the University of New Hampshire School
of Law and the author of Sharenthood: Why We Should Think
Before We Talk About Our Kids Online. Technology companies
don’t actually intend for us to experience their platforms as
publicspaces, shesays. “They want us to experience themas

BOUNDARIES continued on page 89
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