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Abstract

Secrecy is a common feature of organizational life, but has received very little attention within the organization studies literature. The paper draws upon social theory – most especially the work of Georg Simmel, Erving Goffman and Michel Taussig - to propose a typological framework of the varieties of secrecy in organizations. It is suggested that secrecy can be thought of in terms of both formal (e.g. trade and state) and informal (e.g. certain types of organizational gossip) secrets. Moreover,  it can be thought of in terms of spoken and unspoken secrets, with formal and informal secrets being examples of spoken secrets. Unspoken secrets can be private (held by an individual) or public (collectively known but unsayable). In these various dimensions, secrets have different kinds of organizational effects including the formation and maintenance of in and out groups, as well as the protection of informational assets. The paper also discusses how secrets are made, communicated, enforced and disclosed. Overall, it is suggested that secrets and secrecy offer a promising and hitherto under-explored avenue for organizational researchers.

