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Social competition and the burden of secrecy, although distinct psychological constructs, generate 
comparable cognitive and emotional strain in socially evaluative contexts. This paper synthesises 
evidence from EEG and fNIRS studies, together with personality research, to examine how these two 
forms of social pressure operate within the adolescent brain. Social competition engages neural 
systems involved in self-referential thinking, selective attention, and reward processing, particularly 
within the ventral striatum and prefrontal cortex. These effects are further shaped by personality 
traits that influence individual sensitivity to evaluative feedback. Secrecy, defined as withholding 
personally meaningful information, also activates the prefrontal cortex and amygdala and imposes 
persistent cognitive load through intrusive preoccupation. This burden is intensified in individuals 
with low self-esteem or poor friendship quality. Both competition and secrecy draw heavily on 
cognitive resources, distort social perception, and heighten demands on emotional regulation. Their 
shared mechanisms indicate a common source of mental fatigue and reduced decision-making 
capacity, especially when goals conflict or when individuals monitor both internal states and external 
evaluations. These parallels underscore the importance of understanding how social pressure 
contributes to cognitive exhaustion, interpersonal withdrawal, and increased vulnerability to stress. 
The convergence of these findings carries practical relevance for educational, organisational, and 
other institutional settings. Interventions such as mindfulness programmes and cognitive 
reappraisal training may help reduce evaluative strain and strengthen regulation skills in 
environments where competition and secrecy frequently intersect. A clearer understanding of the 
shared neural and psychological processes involved may support the development of strategies that 
lessen cognitive burden and promote well-being in socially demanding contexts. 
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The convergence of social competition and the burden of secrecy provide a useful lens for examining 
the dynamics of cognitive strain, emotional regulation, and goal conflict in socially demanding 
environments (Gilbert, 2021). Although competition and secrecy are conceptually distinct, both place 
substantial pressure on mental resources and evoke similar patterns of cognitive and emotional 
stress (Doron & Martinent, 2021). Together, they shed light on how individuals navigate socially 
evaluative situations, particularly when they must manage the pursuit of social standing alongside 
the internal demands created by self-monitoring and concern about how they are perceived by others 
(Abele et al., 2021). 
 
Social competition, defined as the drive to outperform peers and secure social or material rewards, 
activates brain systems related to evaluation of oneself, regulation of attention, and reward 
processing. In a high school setting, social competition may range from a class-level spelling bee to a 
regional or international science fair project, capturing the varying intensity of social competition 
that shapes students’ emotional and cognitive development. Duell et al. (2022) demonstrate that 
competitive interactions, especially in adolescence, engage neural networks associated with the 
prefrontal cortex and ventral striatum, which are responsible for higher-order cognitive control and 
reward anticipation. These regions are also quite sensitive to feedback in social environments, 
suggesting that competition extends beyond objective performance into social comparison and self-
worth (Gilabert, 2023). As individuals monitor not only their outcomes but also the successes and 
failures of others around them, they experience heightened cognitive load and emotional tension, 
especially when the outcomes carry even the most miniscule social consequences (Reed & Towers, 
2023). 
 
Similarly, secrecy (particularly the act of withholding personally significant information) has been 
shown to impose a substantial cognitive and emotional burden. According to Slepian et al. (2019), the 
experience of keeping a secret is characterised not only by concealment of information but also by 
persistent mental preoccupation. This preoccupation is cognitively taxing and can distort some of the 
most mundane perceptual judgements, leading individuals to overestimate the extent to which others 
may judge them. For instance, a student keeping a secret about grades might misinterpret a friend’s 
neutral expression as judgement or suspicion, illustrating how secrecy biases social perception. 
Importantly, the mental burden of secrecy often persists even in the absence of direct concealment; 
merely thinking about a secret can deplete attentional and executive functioning, thereby impairing 
decision-making and increasing emotional distress. Historical and organisational case studies, such 
as with the 37th President of the United States, Richard Nixon, demonstrate that the accumulation of 
secrets can impair judgement and emotional regulation, reflecting the psychological strain secrecy 
imposes on individuals (Haley, 2025).  
 
Despite their surface-level differences, social competition and secrecy are united by shared 
underlying mechanisms. First, both experiences lead to the depletion of cognitive resources, as 
individuals must engage in continuous self-monitoring, inhibition of impulses, and environmental 
scanning. Second, they contribute to perceptual distortions, such as hypervigilance or 
misinterpretation of neutral social cues as threatening. Third, both demand considerable emotional 
regulation, as individuals often suppress natural responses like pride, guilt, anxiety, or frustration to 
maintain social composure or strategic advantage. Finally, individual differences (including 
personality traits such as neuroticism, social anxiety, or competitiveness) modulate the extent of 
these cognitive and emotional effects, suggesting that some individuals may be more vulnerable to 
the psychological costs of secrecy and competition (Duell et al., 2022; Prizeman et al., 2024; Slepian 
et al., 2019). 
 
The research suggests that both secrecy and competition tax core cognitive and affective systems in 
the brain, producing overlapping patterns of strain and behavioural adaptation. These findings 
showcase important implications for real-world contexts such as the workplace, education, social 
media environments, and more where individuals are frequently subject to competitive pressures. 
Concrete examples, like a student hiding academic achievements, illustrate how competition and 
secrecy interact in everyday contexts. A more in depth understanding of these dynamics may help 
with interventions aimed at trying to reduce cognitive overload and promoting psychological well-
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being in socially demanding settings such as schools or workplaces. It is crucial to understand this 
phenomenon and try to reap the benefits listed as in a high school setting, actions like these have 
huge impacts outside of the body, in social settings, such as the loss of friendships, social exclusion, 
paranoia about constant competition, and other surface-level effects. 
 
The role of goal conflict in social competition and secrecy 
 
The bane of both social competition and secrecy is the pervasive challenge of goal conflict: a 
psychological condition where competing objectives strive for mental and emotional priority (Caprar 
et al., 2022). In competitive settings, individuals often experience tension between the desire to 
outperform others and the need to conform to group norms or maintain social harmony. For 
example, a student may strive to secure the top position in class while also wishing not to appear 
arrogant or alienate peers. This internal tug-of-war consumes cognitive resources and elevates 
emotional strain, creating an environment ripe for mental fatigue and decision-making errors (Duell 
et al., 2022). Neuroimaging research links such conflicts to prefrontal activation and anterior 
cingulate cortex (ACC) engagement, underscoring that goal tension is both psychological and neural 
(Clairis & Lopez-Persem, 2023) 
 
In the same way, secrecy demands an impactful goal conflict. Individuals want to protect their private 
information to preserve their privacy or avoid damage, while they long for authenticity, openness, 
and connectedness to one another in their social relationships (Gordon, 2022). Doing so creates an 
internal negotiation that is often intrusive and persistent, making them worry known as 
preoccupation (i.e., thoughts about the secret that are constant and intrusive and the anxiety of 
possibly being exposed). As Slepian et al. (2019) discuss, this continued level of thinking and 
monitoring might result in shifts in one's social perception by making the individual hyper-aware of 
possible danger and social stigma from others. The amount of vigilance required to cope with secrecy 
is similar to the attentional changes seen in competitive situations where individuals think about 
their performance as well as how they think others perceive their performance (Slepian, 2024). 
 
Indeed, the parallels between secrecy and social competition are especially clear in their effects on 
attention (Bedrov et al., 2021). In both forms, people become highly attuned to social feedback and 
some external judgements, which detract from focusing on the target task. All distractions produce a 
cognitive load that disrupts rational decision-making and distorts perceptual judgements, 
demonstrating that there is a shared psychological burden (Duell et al., 2022; Pande, 2023; Slepian et 
al., 2019). 
 
Neural mechanisms in secrecy and social competition 
 
A neurobiological view of social competition and secrecy relates to brain areas associated with 
emotional regulation and executive function, where both social competition and secrecy are 
behavioural forms of competition. Neuroimaging studies, including the studies summarised in 
“Competition in the Brain” (Duell et al., 2022), report increased brain activation in the prefrontal 
cortex (PFC) when individuals were engaged in social competition cognition; even when high 
extraversion was assessed (Renner, 2025). The PFC is important for attention control, planning, and 
decision-making. Individuals with high-extraversion can better understand and regulate the social 
complexity of competition and express emotional responses under stressful competitive conditions. 
Because of this regulatory capacity, extraversion moderates the overlap between secrecy and 
competition through openness. For example, highly extraverted individuals could disclose 
competitive intentions or share strategies to build alliances, reducing the need for secrecy. On the 
other hand, individuals who score high in neuroticism show increased activity in the anterior 
cingulate cortex (ACC), a brain region related to error detection, emotional regulation, and 
monitoring of conflicts. Both evidences suggest that personality traits are important in determining 
how individuals process and manage the stressors associated with competition. In contrast, 
neuroticism may increase secrecy-related preoccupation, as the heightened sensitivity to social 
threat of neurotic individuals could drive them to withhold information or conceal weaknesses during 
competition to avoid perceived judgement or failure. Therefore, neurotic individuals might 
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experience the stress and emotional turbulence associated with competition because of their 
increased sensitivity to social threats and more intense emotional reactions to impending failure or 
evaluation (Duell et al., 2022). 
 
Similar neural processes occur with secrecy. Suppressing a secret involves activating the PFC as you 
try to prevent its disclosure, and stay calm, but the process is mentally taxing, and leads to cognitive 
exhaustion (Mamat, 2023). Secrecy is also tied to increased activity in the amygdala, which is 
involved in emotional processing. The amygdala is particularly active when secrets are linked with 
fear, guilt, or anxiety, compounding the emotional toll of keeping it (Slepian et al., 2019). 
 
A common theme identified across both areas involves a considerable destination of cognitive effort 
and emotional distress that overloads the brain's executive and emotional systems. When cognitive 
resources are depleted, whether due to social pressure or emotional competition, regulatory systems 
in the brain are less effective. The PFC's reduced effectiveness under emotional distress can yield poor 
judgement, poor task performance, and increased vulnerability to dis-regulated emotion (Duell et al., 
2022; Slepian et al., 2019). 
 
Personality traits, friendship quality, and perceptual distortion 
 
The intersection of secrecy, competition, and interpersonal relational dynamics further illustrates 
how these constructs influence emotional well-being and social perceptions (Khan & Gautam, 2024; 
Park et al., 2023; Relojo et al., 2015). The study “Keeping Secrets from Your Friends” (Slepian et al., 
2019) establishes that friendship quality plays an important role in moderating the psychological 
consequences of secrecy. High-quality friendships characterised by trust, empathy, and open 
communication can lessen the emotional and cognitive demands of secrecy. A strong support 
network reduces the isolating effects of secrecy and provides a buffer against mental fatigue. These 
social buffering effects can also be understood through shared neural mechanisms, as the same 
prefrontal and limbic systems implicated in secrecy and competition are engaged in regulating 
emotional responses within close relationships. Strong friendship quality therefore facilitates more 
efficient neural regulation of secrecy-related stress and directly links interpersonal support to the 
brain processes underlying social cognition. However, those with fewer close relationships, or with 
poor friendship quality, are at a greater risk for the negative effects of secrecy. The absence of 
emotional support intensifies feelings of loneliness and increases the likelihood of rumination, 
draining cognitive resources and altering social perception (Slepian et al., 2019). This diminished 
capacity for emotional regulation in low-quality friendships mirrors neural inefficiencies observed in 
stress-related contexts, reinforcing the idea that both social and neural mechanisms jointly shape 
how secrecy and competition are processed (McKinney, 2023). 
 
Self-esteem also plays a significant role in a person's experience with confidentiality. A person with 
high self-esteem is more likely to feel capable of keeping and managing secrets and less likely to 
experience anxiety about social rejection, which reduces self-imposed stress (Gayer et al., 2020; 
Relojo, 2016; Wang et al., 2023). A person with low self-esteem will have more self-doubt, a greater 
sensitivity to the absence of social acceptance, and greater emotional burden, resulting in distortions 
in their perception of social situations. A practical manifestation of the principles demonstrated 
above is reflected in social competition, where individuals with fragile self-esteem may experience 
intense social pressure and performance anxiety, hindering their ability to concentrate and respond 
in a more objective manner (Duell et al., 2022). 
 
Implications for mental health 
 
Both secrecy and social competition present substantial psychological challenges. According to prior 
neuroimaging evidence, including EEG and fNIRS data from “Competition in the Brain” (Duell et al., 
2022), it is revealed that the mental strain caused by competing goals and social demands can result 
in emotional exhaustion, especially among those with personality traits that predispose them to 
heightened sensitivity or self-consciousness. Over time, these strains can culminate in mental fatigue 
and even burnout, particularly when individuals lack coping mechanisms or social support. 
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In the case of secrecy, the continuous monitoring of one's behaviour to avoid disclosure can foster a 
state of hypervigilance, which drains cognitive energy and can lead to social withdrawal. The act of 
concealing information is more than just a mental task. It is an emotional one, capable of eroding 
one's sense of authenticity and interpersonal trust (Slepian et al., 2019). 
 
Fortunately, there are strategies to mitigate these effects. Techniques such as cognitive reappraisal 
can help individuals reinterpret emotionally charged situations in a way that reduces stress. 
Similarly, mindfulness practices have been shown to improve attentional control and emotional 
regulation in high-pressure environments, making them valuable tools for managing the stress of 
competition (Slepian et al., 2019). 
 
Integrating insights from the solitude of secrecy 
 
“The Solitude of Secrecy: Thinking About Secrets Evokes Goal Conflict and Feelings of Fatigue” by 
Slepian et al. (2019) reinforces the psychological mechanisms discussed earlier. This study highlights 
that the act of thinking about a secret can lead to goal conflict and portrays emotional fatigue. Slepian 
and colleagues (2019) emphasise that secrecy is not only about behavioural inhibition, but also about 
internal cognitive tension. The mental energy used to manage conflicting goals or protecting the 
secret instead of connecting with others, leads to emotional drain. This then reinforces the themes of 
preoccupation and mental fatigue (Remington et al., 2024). 
 
Their work also shows how the nature of secrecy leads to isolation. The more individuals think and 
hide their secrets, the more isolated they may feel from others, leading to a cycle of loneliness and 
emotional burden. This follows the competitive domain, where individuals may become so fixated on 
social rank and performance that they deprioritise meaningful social interactions (Slepian et al., 
2019). 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The relationship between research on social competition and secrecy highlights how both constructs 
draw on similar psychological and neurological processes. Each involves pronounced goal conflict, 
sustained cognitive effort, and demanding emotional regulation. Whether individuals are managing 
competitive pressures or concealing personally significant information, they navigate an internal 
landscape marked by shifting perceptions, strained judgment, and the gradual depletion of mental 
resources. Evidence from EEG and fNIRS studies, combined with personality and social-relational 
insights, shows that these pressures affect the mind and brain in converging ways. The contribution 
of Slepian et al.’s work strengthens this understanding by demonstrating that the cognitive and 
emotional implications of secrecy arise even when concealment is not actively required. Simply 
engaging with the thought of a secret can elicit psychological strain, underscoring the central role of 
regulatory processes. Recognising these shared mechanisms has practical relevance. A clearer grasp 
of how competition and secrecy interact can inform the design of interventions that help individuals 
manage cognitive load and maintain steadier emotional balance. Structured mindfulness training, 
cognitive reappraisal, and supportive peer environments offer potential avenues for reducing the 
impact of evaluative stress. As social demands intensify across educational and organisational 
contexts, developing stronger self-awareness and adaptive regulation strategies becomes 
increasingly important for sustaining psychological well-being. 
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