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Numerous major holidays celebrate socially gathering in person. However, in major holidays 
that happened during the pandemic, desires to nurture relationships and maintain holiday 
traditions often conflicted with physical distancing and other measures to protect against 
COVID-19. The current research sought to understand wellbeing during American 
Thanksgiving in 2020, which happened 8 months into the COVID-19 pandemic, after 
months of physical distancing and stay-at-home orders. American Thanksgiving is a major 
holiday not limited to any religion. We asked 404 American adults how they spent 
Thanksgiving Day and to report on their experiences of that day. Predictors of wellbeing 
that we drew from self-determination theory were satisfaction of the fundamental needs 
for social connection (relatedness), for doing what one really wants (autonomy), and feeling 
effective (competence). The predictors of wellbeing that we drew from regulatory focus 
theory were a focus on growth (promotion), and a focus on security (prevention). We found 
that feeling socially connected and focusing on growth related most strongly to wellbeing. 
Additionally, participants who saw even one other person face-to-face reported significantly 
higher relatedness satisfaction, promotion focus, and wellbeing than those who did not. 
Our research could help construct persuasive messages that encourage nurturing close 
relationships at major holidays while remaining safe against the virus.

Keywords: satisfaction, positive affect, negative affect, regulatory fit, ideals, duties, caution, self-control

INTRODUCTION

Measures to slow the spread of the COVID-19 virus during the pandemic included quarantines 
and stay-at-home orders, and even when those orders were not in place, many government 
agencies and other institutions encouraged physical distancing and staying at home. Months 
of uncertainty about how and when the pandemic would end, as well as economic and social 
costs of slowing the spread of the virus, strained people’s sense of social belonging and their 
wellbeing (e.g., Dawel et  al., 2020; Gray et  al., 2020; Vanderweele et  al., 2020; Okabe-Miyamoto 
et  al., 2021). In the United  States, for example, negative mental health consequences of 
quarantining, social distancing, and closures were widespread by fall of 2020 (e.g., Mental 
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Health America, 2020; National Center for Health Statistics, 
2021; Panchal et  al., 2021). The quality and quantity of social 
relationships were key factors for wellbeing during the pandemic 
(Okabe-Miyamoto et al., 2021), but measures to slow the spread 
of the virus presented threats to felt social connection and 
wellbeing (Sikali, 2020). Many major holidays celebrate socially 
connecting in person and could offer welcome respite from 
social isolation. However, for many people, the desire to nurture 
relationships and to secure important holiday traditions conflicted 
with the desire to protect the self and others from the virus. 
Wellbeing in these challenging circumstances is important to 
understand for resilience, both for the current pandemic and 
for future large-scale epidemics, which may become more 
common (Hilsenrath, 2020). The current study is basic research 
that examined predictors of wellbeing in the American holiday 
of Thanksgiving in 2020. To do so, it extended research on 
wellbeing in major holidays as well as two major theories 
pertaining to wellbeing, self-determination theory (Deci and 
Ryan, 2000; Ryan and Deci, 2017) and regulatory focus theory 
(Higgins, 1997; Scholer et  al., 2019a,b).

Holidays and Wellbeing
Major holidays are important for maintaining and growing 
close connections with family members, and people often 
experience increased wellbeing at these times (e.g., Fiese et  al., 
2002; Kasser and Sheldon, 2002; Páez et  al., 2011; Allan et  al., 
2013; Hanke et  al., 2016). It is common for family members 
to travel long distances to gather and enjoy traditions that 
emphasize the importance of family and the occasion. At 
Thanksgiving in the United States, these traditions often include 
gathering with extended family, expressing gratitude for 
relationships and other good things in life, having a holiday 
dinner, watching a parade on TV, playing games, and watching 
football after dinner (Thanksgiving (United States), 2020). Gallup 
polls consistently have shown that for Americans, Thanksgiving 
is one of the happiest days of the year with the least stress 
(Witters, 2011; McCarthy, 2015). It is also a major holiday 
that is not limited to any religion (unlike Christmas, for example, 
cf. Kasser and Sheldon, 2002).

American Thanksgiving occurs on the fourth Thursday of 
November (Thanksgiving (United States), 2020), which was 
several months into the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. In fall 
2020, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and 
others recommended revising traditional Thanksgiving 
celebrations to be  safer, such as by keeping gatherings small, 
self-quarantining, and avoiding travel (Grantham-Philips, 2020; 
Sullivan, 2020; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2021). Many Americans limited their holiday celebrations 
(Reuters, 2020; Whitcomb and Layne, 2020), and 57–61% of 
public opinion poll respondents said they changed their 
Thanksgiving plans due to COVID-19 (Abidi and Gramlich, 
2020; Thomas, 2020). Still, amidst a surge in cases, more 
Americans traveled for Thanksgiving than at any time since 
the beginning of the pandemic (Caspiani and Borter, 2020; 
Tanne, 2020; Trotta and Layne, 2020). Many felt trepidation 
but made the trip anyway, because they had not seen their 

family members in a long time (Caspiani and Borter, 2020; 
Trotta and Layne, 2020). There are countless things about 
American Thanksgiving that could make people feel satisfied 
and happy, but for many people, Thanksgiving during the 
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 was relatively subdued (Reuters, 
2020; Whitcomb and Layne, 2020). Many Americans felt 
conflicted about how to celebrate the holiday. For example, 
how could they feel close to family members, maintain family 
traditions, and have fun, while also remaining vigilant against 
COVID-19?

In contrast to earlier longitudinal research that has examined 
whether holidays make people happy (e.g., Gilbert and Abdullah, 
2004; Nawijn et al., 2010; Allan et al., 2013), the current cross-
sectional research sought to understand what experiences could 
relate most strongly to wellbeing during Thanksgiving in the 
COVID-19 pandemic. We  applied self-determination theory 
(Deci and Ryan, 2000; Ryan and Deci, 2017) because it proposes 
that relatedness (feeling close and connected to others) is one 
of the three fundamental psychological needs that are crucial 
for wellbeing. Relatedness is also a key experience that people 
seek on Thanksgiving (e.g., Fiese et  al., 2002; Kasser and 
Sheldon, 2002; Páez et  al., 2011; Allan et  al., 2013; Hanke 
et  al., 2016). We  also assessed satisfaction of the other two 
needs that self-determination theory proposes are fundamental 
to wellbeing: autonomy and competence. This is because the 
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness mutually 
satisfy each other (e.g., Ryan and Deci, 2017). The other theory 
we  applied was regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997, 1998; 
Scholer et  al., 2019a) because it distinguishes between two 
self-regulatory orientations that relate to wellbeing (Lanaj et al., 
2012; Koopmann et  al., 2016; Zhang et  al., 2019; Wu and 
Chen, 2020) and that are important in responses to COVID-19 
(Vaughn et  al., 2020). These orientations are promotion and 
prevention focus.

Given the value normally placed on gathering physically 
with others on Thanksgiving and other major holidays (e.g., 
Fiese et  al., 2002; Kasser and Sheldon, 2002; Páez et  al., 2011; 
Allan et  al., 2013; Hanke et  al., 2016), we expected that people 
who spent Thanksgiving alone would report lower wellbeing 
and less satisfying connections with others. In addition to 
testing these hypotheses, we  explored how seeing no one else 
in person versus one, a few, or more people in person related 
to satisfaction of other basic needs and to strength of promotion 
and prevention focus on Thanksgiving.

Self-Determination Theory’s Basic Needs 
and Wellbeing on Thanksgiving
Self-determination theory proposes that all people have 
psychological needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence 
(e.g., Deci and Ryan, 2000; Ryan and Deci, 2017). It proposes 
that satisfaction of all three needs is essential for wellbeing 
and optimal psychological functioning and that when any of 
these needs are frustrated, the individual suffers. The need for 
autonomy is do what one really wants, the need for competence 
is to feel effective at challenging tasks, and the need for 
relatedness to feel close and connected to others (also see 
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Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Self-determination theory also 
proposes that the three needs are interdependent: In general, 
satisfaction of one need facilitates satisfaction of the other two 
(e.g., Ryan and Deci, 2017). For example, if people do not 
feel able to be  their true selves or competent within romantic 
relationships, they likely will not feel very emotionally close 
to their partners (Knee et  al., 2013). Research shows that 
greater satisfaction of all three needs correlates very strongly 
with wellbeing, feelings of personal integrity, and feeling volitional 
(for reviews, see Deci and Ryan, 2000; Ryan and Deci, 2017). 
Satisfactions of these needs tend to be  highly correlated (e.g., 
Sheldon and Hilpert, 2012; Chen et  al., 2015; Vaughn, 2017, 
2019; Vaughn et  al., 2020), and balanced satisfaction of these 
needs appears to be  important for wellbeing, both within 
persons (Sheldon and Niemiec, 2006) and between life domains 
(Milyavskaya et al., 2009). With that said, “in different settings, 
any one of the three needs will emerge to ‘take the lead’ in 
terms of its association with wellness outcomes, even as the 
other two remain important” (Ryan and Deci, 2017, p.  247).

Relatedness support is highly valued at major holidays (e.g., 
Fiese et  al., 2002; Kasser and Sheldon, 2002; Páez et  al., 2011; 
Hanke et  al., 2016). Thus, we  predicted that higher relatedness 
satisfaction would relate to wellbeing. Research on wellbeing 
at major holidays has not emphasized support for autonomy 
or competence, so our examination of relationships between 
these other two needs and wellbeing at Thanksgiving 
was exploratory.

Regulatory Focus and Wellbeing on 
Thanksgiving
Regulatory focus theory distinguishes between two self-regulatory 
orientations: promotion focus and prevention focus (Higgins, 
1997, 1998). These orientations are independent of each other 
(e.g., Higgins et  al., 2001; Haws et  al., 2010) and the strength 
of each orientation differs temporarily, depending on the 
immediate circumstances, as well as chronically between 
individuals (e.g., Higgins et  al., 2001). According to regulatory 
focus theory, prevention focus serves the need for security, 
whereas promotion focus serves the need for growth (for 
reviews, see Higgins, 1997; 1998; Molden et  al., 2007; Scholer 
et  al., 2019a,b). Individuals in a promotion focus seek to 
approach successes and avoid failures, which they view as gains 
and nongains, and to be  eager to fulfill hopes and aspirations. 
Those in a prevention focus also seek to approach successes 
and avoid failures, which they view as nonlosses and losses, 
and to be  vigilant to protect the self and others and to fulfill 
duties and obligations.

We expected that on Thanksgiving, promotion focus would 
relate more strongly than prevention focus to positive wellbeing, 
which is a common finding (cf. Grant and Higgins, 2003 Lanaj 
et  al., 2012; Koopmann et  al., 2016; Zhang et  al., 2019; Wu 
and Chen, 2020). In general, promotion focus feels better than 
prevention focus does (e.g., Vaughn, 2017, 2019; Scholer et  al., 
2019b; Vaughn et  al., 2020). In part, this difference reflects 
how promotion-focused goals are oriented toward gains and 
away from their absence, whereas prevention-focused goals 

are oriented away from losses and toward their absence (Higgins, 
1997;1998; Scholer et  al., 2019a). This difference also reflects 
how the preferred strategies in promotion- and prevention-
focused goal pursuit tend to feel. Eagerness, which fits promotion, 
involves thinking more positively than vigilance, which fits 
prevention (for reviews, see Higgins, 2000; Scholer et al., 2019b). 
Thus, compared with people in a prevention focus, those in 
a promotion focus experience more intense positive affect 
(Higgins, 1997, 1998; Idson et  al., 2000), selectively attend 
more to positive information (Yoon et  al., 2012), and recall 
more positive information about the self (Scholer et  al., 2014). 
Additionally, studies that have used Linguistic Inquiry and 
Word Count software (LIWC; Pennebaker et  al., 2015) to 
analyze thousands of descriptions of promotion- and prevention-
focused experiences have found that participants describe 
promotion experiences more positively than prevention 
experiences (Vaughn, 2018, 2019; Vaughn et al., 2020; cf. Scholer 
et  al., 2010). Research also has shown that participants report 
more satisfaction of needs for autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness in promotion-focused experiences than in prevention-
focused ones (Vaughn, 2017, 2019; Kim et  al., 2019).1 With 
that said, people tend not to view prevention-focused experiences 
as need thwarting (Vaughn, 2017, 2019; Kim et  al., 2019; 
Vaughn et al., 2020), and LIWC analyses of prevention-focused 
experiences show that the emotional tone of prevention 
experiences is much more positive than of experiences that 
are explicitly low in need satisfaction (Vaughn, 2019).

Relative Strength of Promotion and 
Prevention on Thanksgiving
In the COVID-19 pandemic, prevention was encouraged (Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020b,c, 2021). Research 
in the first month of the COVID-19 pandemic showed that 
participants judged prevention focus to be  more useful than 
promotion focus for responding to the virus (Vaughn et al., 2020).

1 Relationships between each regulatory focus and satisfaction of needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness could differ depending on the context. 
These are important relationships to examine because they pertain to the need-
support model (Vaughn, 2017), which bridges self-determination theory and 
regulatory focus theory. Thus, although exploring relationships between regulatory 
focus and need satisfaction were not the main goal of the current research, 
Supplementary Table S1, S2 show results of the analyses of these relationships. 
In one set of analyses, we treated promotion and prevention focus as simultaneous 
predictors of each type of need satisfaction. In the other set of analyses, 
we  treated autonomy, competence, and relatedness satisfaction as simultaneous 
predictors of promotion and prevention focus. Overall, we found strong, positive 
relationships between promotion focus and satisfaction of autonomy and 
relatedness. Relationships with need satisfaction differed substantially between 
duties and caution/self-control aspects of prevention focus. Consistent with 
common views of duties as pressuring (e.g., Deci and Ryan, 2000; Chen et  al., 
2015; Ryan and Deci, 2017; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020), participants who reported 
being more dutiful at Thanksgiving reported feeling less able to do what they 
wanted and more pressured on that day – that is, less autonomy satisfied. 
However, they also felt more competent and connected to others. In contrast, 
focusing on caution and self-control at Thanksgiving related only weakly to 
any type of need satisfaction. Caution/self-control may often be  for maintaining 
the status quo, and as such, it could be  somewhat boring (Ecker and Gilead, 
2018) – especially on a celebratory day like Thanksgiving.
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In the current research, we  examined whether participants 
reported being more prevention-focused than promotion-focused 
during Thanksgiving, 2020. We did not have strong predictions 
about the relative strength of promotion and prevention focus. 
On the one hand, prevention focus could continue to be stronger 
than promotion focus on this Thanksgiving because a surge 
in COVID-19 cases in the United  States was happening at 
that time (Tanne, 2020), which could prompt many people to 
remain vigilant. Additionally, prevention focus could continue 
to be  strong because maintaining holiday traditions sometimes 
can feel obligatory (e.g., Hanke et  al., 2016). On the other 
hand, promotion focus could be stronger than prevention focus 
on this Thanksgiving because the holiday emphasizes nurturing 
relationships and having fun. This could be  a welcome break 
from the stress and exhaustion of keeping vigilant and socially 
distanced over the previous months. Thus, we  did not have 
a strong hypothesis about whether promotion or prevention 
focus would be  stronger on this day.

The Current Research
This study happened on the Friday after Thanksgiving Day, 
2020, which is part of the Thanksgiving holiday (Thanksgiving 
(United States), 2020). We  asked participants to describe what 
they did on Thanksgiving Day. Then, we  asked them to report 
their need satisfaction, regulatory focus, and wellbeing on this 
Thanksgiving. Consistent with other research on wellbeing at 
holidays and in general (e.g., Kasser and Sheldon, 2002; Sheldon 
and Hilpert, 2012), our measures of overall wellbeing at 
Thanksgiving were positive affect, low negative affect, and 
satisfaction with Thanksgiving (cf. satisfaction with Christmas; 
Kasser and Sheldon, 2002).

We predicted that at Thanksgiving in 2020, participants who 
were higher in relatedness satisfaction and promotion focus 
would report higher wellbeing, whereas participants who were 
higher in prevention focus would report lower wellbeing. 
Additionally, we  predicted that participants who spent 
Thanksgiving physically alone would report lower wellbeing 
and less relatedness support than those who did not. We  did 
numerous exploratory analyses, as well. For example, we explored 
how many participants reported being satisfied with Thanksgiving 
and whether more participants reported higher prevention focus 
than promotion focus that day. We also explored how autonomy 
and competence satisfaction related to wellbeing, and whether 
participants who did versus not see anyone else face-to-face 
differed on autonomy, competence, promotion, or 
prevention focus.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Reporting
We obtained approval from the Ethics Committee of Ithaca 
College. The procedures used in this study adhere to the tenets 
of the Declaration of Helsinki. We  report how we  determined 
our sample size, as well as all data exclusions, all manipulations, 
and all measures in the study. This study was not preregistered. 

We used SPSS 26 and JASP (JASP Team, 2020, Version 0.13.1). 
The data files, data dictionaries, and verbatim materials for 
the current investigation are available at https://osf.io/fy6rc/. 
We  conducted sensitivity power analyses with G*Power (Faul 
et  al., 2007), and the results of these power analyses are in 
the relevant parts of the results section.

Participants and Recruiting
Data collection happened on November 27, 2020, which was 
the day after American Thanksgiving. The target sample size 
was 400 participants, based on available research funds. 
We recruited participants through Prolific (https://www.prolific.
co/), a participant pool for online studies that has been found 
to provide high-quality data for social science research (Peer 
et al., 2017; Palan and Schitter, 2018). In it, we set the following 
criteria for participation. Participants had to be at least 18 years 
old, live in the United  States, and have English as their first 
language. They also had to have an acceptance rate on Prolific 
studies of at least 95% and to have not done any of our lab’s 
prior studies on Prolific. To reduce variability in written 
responses, they had to do the study on a tablet or desktop 
computer rather than a phone. The study took approximately 
8 min, so respondents received USD $1.27 for participating.

We excluded 48 cases either because they reported not living 
in the United  States (n = 43) or because the latitude/longitude 
data automatically collected by Qualtrics indicated a location 
outside the United  States (n = 5). Most of these exclusions 
happened because initially, we  accidentally opened the study 
to Canadians as well as Americans. Canadian Thanksgiving 
was on October 12, 2020, and it is a relatively minor holiday 
(The Old Farmer’s Almanac, 2020). Most of the excluded 
participants lived in Canada. These excluded cases are in a 
separate data file at https://osf.io/fy6rc/. We exceeded the target 
sample size because we anticipated needing to exclude more cases.

In the final sample of 404 participants, 234 (57.9%) identified 
as female.2 Mean age was 32.9 years (SD = 12.76). Participants 
selected the racial and ethnic categories to which they belonged; 
320 selected White (79.2%), 50 selected Asian (12.4%), 37 
selected Black or African American (9.2%), 29 selected Hispanic 
or Latinx (7.2%), five selected Native American or Alaska 
Native (1.2%), and eight selected “other” (2.0%). The methodology 
and data files at https://osf.io/fy6rc/ contain the other background 
information we  collected, including education and occupation.

MATERIALS

Writing Task
The first page of stimulus materials was titled “How You Spent 
this Thanksgiving Day.” It stated, “First, we  would like to learn 
about how you  spent this Thanksgiving Day, 2020. This is a 
general question, and you  can write about your thoughts, 

2 No state had a majority of participants. California had the most with 41 
participants (10.1%), followed by New  York with 38 (9.4%), Illinois with 21 
(5.2%), and Michigan with 19 (4.7%).
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feelings, and/or behaviors. Please take a minute or two and 
write about how you  spent this Thanksgiving Day.”

Need Satisfaction on Thanksgiving
The second page of stimulus materials automatically piped in 
what the participants wrote on the first page and asked them 
to rate how much they agreed with statements about how 
they spent this Thanksgiving Day (1 = strongly disagree and 
7 = strongly agree). This page contained the Balanced Measure 
of Psychological Needs (Sheldon and Hilpert, 2012), which 
contains three six-item subscales that measure satisfaction of 
autonomy (e.g., “I was really doing what interested me” and 
“There were people telling me what I  had to do”; reverse-
scored), competence (e.g., “I took on and mastered hard 
challenges” and “I did stupid things that made me feel 
incompetent”; reverse-scored), and relatedness (e.g., “I felt close 
and connected with other people who were important to me” 
and “I feel unappreciated by one or more important people”; 
reverse-scored). After appropriate reverse scoring, we calculated 
an index for each subscale by taking the mean of the relevant 
items. Table 1 shows the Cronbach’s alphas for the final indexes 
of regulatory focus, need satisfaction, affect, and satisfaction 
with Thanksgiving.3

Promotion and Prevention Focus on 
Thanksgiving
There was no existing measure of recalled regulatory focus 
from the previous day that assessed aspects of the promotion 
and prevention systems other than hopes/ideals for promotion 
and duties/oughts for prevention (cf. Vaughn, 2017, Study 2). 
Therefore, we  developed a new scale for the current research 
by modifying the promotion and prevention measure in Vaughn 
et  al.’s (2020) research. Because hopes/ideals and duties/oughts 

3 This page also contained the four-item Beneficence Scale (Martela and Ryan, 
2016), which we  included for exploratory purposes. It includes statements 
such as, “I felt that my actions had a positive impact on the people around 
me,” and “The things I  did contributed to the betterment of society.” The 
Supplementary Material contains the results of all analyses with the Beneficence 
Scale included.

are the most common ways to operationally define promotion 
and prevention focus (e.g., Summerville and Roese, 2008; Hodis, 
2017), we  included items about these goals. We  also included 
items based on research about regulatory focus and openness 
to new experiences (Vaughn et al., 2008), questionnaire measures 
of chronic and situational regulatory focus (Higgins et  al., 
2001; Lockwood et  al., 2002; Ouschan et  al., 2007; Wallace 
et  al., 2009; Haws et  al., 2010; Fay et  al., 2019), and research 
on how regulatory focus relates to episodes of exploration and 
self-control (Manczak et  al., 2014; Vaughn et  al., 2020) as well 
as optimism and defensive pessimism (e.g., Grant and Higgins, 
2003; Scholer et  al., 2019a). Participants used this scale on 
the day after Thanksgiving to describe how they spent the 
previous day.

The third page of stimulus materials automatically piped 
in what the participants wrote on the first page. It asked 
participants to “Please indicate how much each of the following 
describes how you  spent this Thanksgiving Day.” Participants 
responded on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all and 7 = very much). 
Eight items represented promotion (e.g., “Being spontaneous”) 
and eight represented prevention (e.g., “Exerting self-control”). 
Table  2 shows these items.

Because this is the first study to use this new scale, 
we  submitted the 16 regulatory focus items to an exploratory 
factor analysis using maximum likelihood estimation and direct 
oblimin rotation, with delta = 0. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure 
showed that the sampling was adequate, KMO = 0.831. Bartlett’s 
test of sphericity showed that the correlation structure was 
adequate for analyses, χ2 (120) = 2552.19, p < 0.001. These factors 
together accounted for 50.81% of the variance. Each item loaded 
>0.40 on only one factor, except for the following three items, 
which loaded <0.40 on each factor: “I avoided making mistakes,” 
“I thought through anything that could go wrong,” and “I 
avoided thinking about what could go wrong.” These questions 
were in positions 1, 5, and 16, respectively.

When we  re-ran the factor analysis without these three 
items, KMO = 0.822 and Bartlett’s test χ2 (78) = 2552.19, p < 0.001. 
Table  2 shows the pattern-matrix factor loadings and the 
communalities for the items. The resulting promotion and 
positive affect factors accounted for 52.93% of the variance. 

TABLE 1 | Correlations, Cronbach’s alphas, means, and standard deviations.

S. No. Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Promotion –
2. Caution 0.03 –
3. Duties 0.32** 0.27** –
4. Autonomy 0.58** −0.04 0.01 –
5. Competence 0.54** 0.15** 0.39** 0.49** –
6. Relatedness 0.69** 0.00 0.29** 0.60** 0.55** –
7. Pos. affect 0.82** 0.01 0.30** 0.60** 0.52** 0.78** –
8. Neg. affect −0.59** 0.10* −0.15** −0.58** −0.48** −0.68** −0.77** –
9. SWTS 0.77** −0.07 0.24** 0.56** 0.44** 0.70** 0.80** −0.65** –

Cronbach’s α 0.87 0.72 0.69 0.81 0.65 0.82 0.96 0.92 0.92
M 4.37 5.07 5.22 5.18 4.98 5.42 5.21 2.29 4.59
SD (1.32) (1.38) (1.28) (1.21) (0.97) (1.26) (1.47) (1.29) (1.66)

SWTS, Satisfaction with Thanksgiving Scale. M and SD represent mean and standard deviation, respectively. *p < 0.05. and  **p < 0.01.
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As expected, the promotion items loaded into one factor. 
However, the prevention items loaded into two factors: one 
for duties and the other for caution/self-control. The promotion 
factor correlated at r = 0.26 with duties and at r = 0.18 with 
caution/self-control. The duties and caution/self-control factors 
correlated with each other at r = 0.36.4

Positive and Negative Affect on 
Thanksgiving
The fourth page of stimulus materials automatically piped in 
what the participants wrote on the first page. It asked 
participants to “Please think about what you did and experienced 
on Thanksgiving Day. Then report how much you experienced 
each of the following feelings.” Participants responded on a 
7-point scale (1 = very slightly and 7 = extremely). The six 
positive feelings (happy, positive, good, pleasant, joyful, and 
contented) and six negative feelings (sad, negative, bad, 
unpleasant, afraid, and angry) were the Scale of Positive and 
Negative Experience (Diener et  al., 2010).5

4 G*Power does not include factor analysis. However, 200 participants support 
an exploratory factor analysis under moderately good conditions (communalities 
of 0.40 to 0.70, with at least three measured variables per theorized factor; 
Fabrigar and Wegner, 2012). Several of the communalities in our analyses 
were slightly below this range, and 400 participants can support an exploratory 
factor analysis under these conditions (Fabrigar and Wegner, 2012).
5 Because promotion focus and positive affect were strongly correlated (r = 0.82), 
we  submitted the items in these two scales to an exploratory factor analysis 
using maximum likelihood estimation and direct oblimin rotation, with delta = 0. 
The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure showed that the sampling was adequate, 
KMO  =  0.958, and Bartlett’s test χ2 (120)  =  4597.31, p  <  0.001. Table S3  in 
the Online Resource shows the pattern-matrix factor loadings and the 
communalities for the items. The analysis revealed two factors, one for promotion 
focus and the other for positive affect. Together, these factors together accounted 
for 66.31% of the variance, and they correlated at r  =  0.79. The only item 
that loaded >0.40 on both factors was “Being optimistic.” Given the importance 
of optimism in supporting eager goal pursuit (e.g., Grant and Higgins, 2003; 
Ouschan et  al., 2007; Hazlett et  al., 2011), we  retained the optimism item in 
the promotion focus scale.

Satisfaction With Thanksgiving
The fifth page of stimulus materials automatically piped in 
what the participants wrote on the first page. It asked them, 
“How satisfied are you  with how this Thanksgiving Day 
went?” For this measure, we adapted the five-item Satisfaction 
with Life Scale (Pavot and Diener, 1993) and asked  
participants to report on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
agree) scale their agreement with items, such as “I was 
satisfied with this Thanksgiving Day” (cf. Kasser and 
Sheldon, 2002).6

Number of People That Participants Lived 
With and Saw on Thanksgiving
The sixth page of stimulus materials automatically piped in 
what the participants wrote on the first page. First, participants 
responded to the question, “How many other people did 
you  see face-to-face on Thanksgiving Day this year?” using 
a slider that went from 0 to 100  in increments of 1 and 
showed the value. Next, participants responded to the question, 
“Including you, how many people normally live in your usual 
residence?” with response options of 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, or 
more (The average size of an American household in 2020 
was 3.15 people; Statistica Research Department, 2021). The 
third question on this page was, “How many other people 
did you  see face-to-face on Thanksgiving Day last year, in 

6 Because promotion focus and satisfaction with Thanksgiving were strongly 
correlated (r = 0.78), we submitted the items in these two scales to an exploratory 
factor analysis using maximum likelihood estimation and direct oblimin rotation, 
with delta  =  0. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure showed that the sampling was 
adequate, KMO  =  0.938, and Bartlett’s test χ2 (66)  =  3483.26, p  <  0.001. Table 
S4  in the Online Resource shows the pattern-matrix factor loadings and the 
communalities for the items. The analysis revealed two factors, one for promotion 
focus and the other for satisfaction with Thanksgiving. Together, these factors 
accounted for 60.77% of the variance, and they correlated at r  =  −0.81. The 
only unexpected loading was for “I did what I  ideally liked to,” which loaded 
>0.40 on the satisfaction with Thanksgiving factor. Given the importance of 
ideals in promotion focus (e.g., Higgins, 1997, 1998; Molden et  al., 2007; 
Scholer  et  al., 2019a), we  retained the ideals item in the promotion focus scale.

TABLE 2 | Communalities and factor loadings from the exploratory factor analysis of regulatory focus items.

Item No. Factor Communalities

1 2 3 Initial Extracted

14. I was excited. 0.861 0.027 0.052 0.723 0.777
4. I was enthusiastic. 0.860 0.069 0.035 0.729 0.785
6. I was optimistic. 0.835 0.021 0.047 0.676 0.728
12. I did what I ideally liked to. 0.735 −0.044 −0.041 0.547 0.517
8. I was spontaneous. 0.614 −0.050 −0.067 0.400 0.354
10. I avoided missing out on anything 
good.

0.472 0.021 0.233 0.360 0.341

11. I was careful. −0.007 0.810 −0.036 0.466 0.634
13. I was cautious. −0.224 0.792 −0.022 0.451 0.604
15. I exerted willpower. 0.209 0.437 0.001 0.400 0.268
3. I exerted self-control. 0.047 0.416 0.079 0.354 0.214
9. I did what was expected of me. −0.143 −0.016 1.033 0.365 0.999
7. I fulfilled duties and obligations. 0.264 0.120 0.462 0.423 0.414

N = 401. Maximum likelihood exploratory factor analysis and direct oblimin rotation with delta = 0. Loadings are from the pattern matrix, and loadings over 0.40 are in bold font.  
Factor 1 represents promotion, Factor 2 represents caution/self-control, and Factor 3 represents duties.

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Vaughn et al. Social Connection and Focus on Growth

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 August 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 710491

2019?” to which participants responded using a slider that 
went from 0 to 100  in increments of 1 and showed the 
value. Finally, participants responded to the question, “Including 
you, how many people normally lived in your usual residence 
at that time last year?” with response options of 1, 2, 3, 4, 
5, 6, 7, or more.

For our analyses that compared participants who did versus 
did not see anyone else face-to-face on Thanksgiving, we grouped 
participants into three categories. We  based these categories 
on what research suggests may be  important for assessing 
relationships between social contacts and wellbeing in the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Okabe-Miyamoto et  al., 2021). They 
were for participants who reported seeing no one (n = 27), 
one other person (n = 63), or two or more other people (n = 314) 
face-to-face on Thanksgiving.

Pages After the Stimulus Materials
After the stimulus materials, participants reached two pages 
where they answered demographic questions and gave their 
impressions of the study. On the last page, participants received 
a debriefing to read and a code for them to show they had 
finished the study on Prolific.

RESULTS

Because of the large number of results, we  provide most of 
the statistics in tables. We  describe sensitivity power analyses 
in footnotes to make it easier to follow the main results.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Table 1 shows the correlations between the measures of regulatory 
focus, need satisfaction, affect, and satisfaction with Thanksgiving. 
It also shows the Cronbach’s alphas and descriptive statistics 
for these variables.7

How Happy Were Participants on 
Thanksgiving?
Table  3 shows the percentage of participants scoring within 
different ranges of the three overall wellbeing variables in 
this study. This table shows that the holiday involved 
substantially more positive affect than negative affect for most 
participants, with 79.5% scoring above the scale midpoint 
on positive affect and 9.7% scoring above the midpoint on 
negative affect. Participants generally were satisfied with their 
holiday experience, with 64.9% scoring above the midpoint 
of satisfaction.

Promotion and Prevention Focus on 
Thanksgiving
As shown in Table  4, participants reported being more 
prevention focused than promotion focused on Thanksgiving. 

7 We did sensitivity power analyses for bivariate normal correlations. According 
to G*Power, 404 participants provide 80% power to detect a Pearson r of 0.14, 
p  =  0.05, two tailed.

We  did three paired-samples t-tests between the regulatory 
focus indexes, with a Bonferroni adjustment of p = 0.0167. 
Participants scored significantly lower on promotion (M = 4.37, 
SD = 1.32) than duties (M = 5.22, SD = 1.28) or caution/self-
control (M = 5.07, SD = 1.38). With the Bonferroni  
adjustment, duties and caution/self-control did not differ 
significantly.8

Regression Analyses on Affect and 
Satisfaction With Thanksgiving
We included each measure of regulatory focus and need 
satisfaction as simultaneous predictors of positive affect, negative 
affect, and satisfaction with Thanksgiving. Each multiple 
regression satisfied assumptions regarding multicollinearity, 
outliers, and normality of residuals. These results of the multiple 
regressions are in Table 5. According to G*Power, 404 participants 
provide 80% power to detect an individual coefficient in a 
six-predictor multiple regression with f2 = 0.02, p = 0.05, two 
tailed, which is equivalent to sr2 of 0.0191.9 We  emphasize 
results that met this criterion.

Relationships With Positive Affect
Positive affect associated significantly and positively with 
promotion and relatedness, with sr2 > 0.0191. This is consistent 
with our hypotheses that promotion and relatedness satisfaction 
would associate positively with wellbeing. Additionally, positive 
affect associated significantly and positively to autonomy, but 
with sr2 < 0.0191.

Relationships With Negative Affect
Negative affect associated significantly and negatively with 
relatedness with sr2 > 0.0191. This is consistent with our 
hypothesis that higher relatedness satisfaction would associate 
with more wellbeing. Additionally, negative affect  
associated significantly and negatively with promotion and 
competence, but with sr2 < 0.0191. Negative affect also associated 
significantly and positively with caution/self-control, but with 
sr2 < 0.0191.

8 According to G*Power, 404 participants provide 80% power to detect a difference 
in a paired-samples t-test of d  =  0.16, p  =  0.0167, two tailed.
9 We did a sensitivity power analysis for a single regression coefficient in a 
six-predictor linear multiple regression with 404 participants. G*Power provides 
f2s for this type of analysis. In our multiple regressions, we  used sr2 as the 
measure of effect size, as recommended by Disabato (2016). The variable, sr2, 
is the correlation between the predictor of interest and the dependent variable, 
controlling for the relationships between the other predictors and the predictor 
of interest. To translate between f2 and sr2, we used an online calculator (Lenhard 
and Lenhard, 2016) to determine the correlation rs that were equivalent to 
the square roots of the f2s, and we  squared those rs. According to G*Power, 
404 participants provide 80% power to detect an individual coefficient in a 
six-predictor multiple regression with f2  =  0.0195, p  =  0.05, two tailed, which 
is equivalent to sr2 of 0.0191. This is the same as what G*Power shows for 
three-predictor, four-predictor, and seven-predictor multiple regressions, which 
is relevant to exploratory analyses contained in Supplementary Table S1, S2. 
These include analyses predicting regulatory focus from need satisfaction and 
vice-versa, as well as all regression analyses including the candidate need for 
beneficence.
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Relationships With Satisfaction With 
Thanksgiving
Satisfaction with Thanksgiving associated significantly and 
positively with promotion and relatedness, with sr2 > 0.0191. 
This is consistent with our hypothesis that promotion and 
relatedness satisfaction would associate positively with 
wellbeing. Satisfaction with Thanksgiving also associated 
significantly and positively with autonomy, but with 
sr2 < 0.0191. Additionally, satisfaction with Thanksgiving 
associated negatively with caution/self-control, but with 
sr2 < 0.0191.

Analyses With Number of Face-to-Face 
Contacts
Participants reported seeing significantly fewer people face-to-
face on Thanksgiving 2020 (M = 5.14, SD = 8.70) than on the 
previous Thanksgiving (M = 13.99, SD = 14.95), t (403) = −12.62, 
p < 0.001, d = −0.63. This was not because of changes to the 
sizes of their usual households: Participants reported that about 
the same number of people lived in their normal residence 
on Thanksgiving 2020 (M = 3.04, SD = 1.46) as on the previous 
Thanksgiving (M = 3.10, SD = 1.45), t (403) = −1.11, p = 0.268, 
d = −0.06. In this study, 78% of participants reported seeing 
fewer people on Thanksgiving in 2020 than on the previous 
Thanksgiving, 11.4% reported seeing the same number of people, 
and 7.7% of participants reported seeing more people on 
Thanksgiving 2020.

As expected, seeing anyone at Thanksgiving was associated 
with more wellbeing and relatedness satisfaction than seeing 
no one. We  examined the other measures of need satisfaction 
and regulatory focus for exploratory purposes. Table  6 shows 
the results of one-way ANOVAs with Bonferroni-adjusted post-
hoc comparisons. Those who saw either one or more people 
reported significantly higher relatedness satisfaction, promotion 
focus, positive affect, and satisfaction with Thanksgiving than 
participants who saw no one. The former two groups did not 
differ significantly on these variables.

Additionally, there were several other variables that showed 
significant between-group differences, and we  report results of 
these exploratory analyses for the sake of completeness. Autonomy 
satisfaction was highest among those who saw one other person, 
and the other two groups did not differ significantly on this 
variable. A focus on duties and obligations was highest among 
those who saw two or more people, and the other two groups 
did not differ significantly on this variable. An ANOVA revealed 
a significant effect on caution/self-control, but post-hoc analyses 
revealed no significant differences between the three groups. 
The ANOVAs revealed no significant between-group differences 
on competence satisfaction or negative affect.

DISCUSSION

Several months into the COVID-19 pandemic, American 
participants reported being more prevention focused than 
promotion focused on Thanksgiving in 2020. However, most 
also reported having a happy and satisfying Thanksgiving, 
almost as much as on major holidays outside of the pandemic 
(e.g., Kasser and Sheldon, 2002). Participants had a happier 
and more satisfying Thanksgiving overall when they felt more 
connected with others and focused more on growth – that 
is, when they experienced more relatedness satisfaction and 
were more promotion focused. In contrast, associations of 
wellbeing with autonomy and competence satisfaction were 
weaker, as were associations of wellbeing with the duties and 
caution/self-control aspects of prevention focus. About 7% of 
participants in this study reported seeing no one face-to-face 
on Thanksgiving, compared with 11% of American respondents 
in a public opinion poll who saw no one face-to-face during 
the 2020 December holidays and 16% of respondents in that 
poll who saw no one face-to-face on the following New Year’s 
Eve and Day (Sanders, 2021). Wellbeing, relatedness satisfaction, 
and promotion focus were significantly higher among participants 
who saw anyone else face-to-face on Thanksgiving. These 
findings have implications for wellbeing at major holidays (not 
just in the pandemic), self-determination theory, and regulatory 
focus theory. Additionally, they have implications for persuasive 
messaging about how to gather safely at major holidays.

Implications for Self-Determination Theory 
and Major Holidays
Major holidays emphasize maintaining and growing close 
relationships with family members (Fiese et  al., 2002; Kasser 
and Sheldon, 2002; Páez et  al., 2011; Allan et  al., 2013; Hanke 
et  al., 2016). Although satisfactions of autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness all are crucial for wellbeing (e.g., Deci and 
Ryan, 2000; Ryan and Deci, 2017), self-determination theory 
proposes that depending on the circumstances, one or another 
of the needs can “take the lead” in associating with wellbeing 
outcomes (Ryan and Deci, 2017, p.  247). The current research 
strengthens support for the idea that relatedness takes the lead 
in major holidays (also see Kasser and Sheldon, 2002; Páez 
et  al., 2011; Allan et  al., 2013; Hanke et  al., 2016).

Additionally, we found that participants in the current study 
who reported seeing no one else face-to-face on Thanksgiving 
also reported lower relatedness satisfaction and wellbeing than 
participants who saw one or more people face-to-face that 
day. Consistent with research showing that living with a 
household partner but not the size of the household buffered 
negative effects of the pandemic on social connection 

TABLE 3 | Percentages of the sample scoring 1–2, 2–3, 3–4, 4–5, 5–6, and 6–7 on the three wellbeing variables during Thanksgiving.

Measure % 1–2 % 2–3 % 3–4 % 4–5 % 5–6 % 6–7

Positive affect 5.2 4.7 10.6 15.9 33.4 30.2
Negative affect 56.9 19.8 13.6 5.5 2.5 1.7
Satisfaction 9.2 11.1 14.8 22.1 22.0 20.8

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Vaughn et al. Social Connection and Focus on Growth

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 August 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 710491

(Okabe-Miyamoto et  al., 2021), we  found no significant 
differences in relatedness satisfaction or wellbeing between 
participants who saw one versus more people face-to-face on 
Thanksgiving. Of the 27 participants who saw no one else 
face-to-face, 85% reported seeing fewer people face-to-face on 
Thanksgiving 2020 than on the previous Thanksgiving. This 
finding suggests that these participants either could not find 
satisfying ways to connect with loved ones remotely, did not 
have anyone to reach out to that year, or had other things 
going on that day – such as quarantining – that could reduce 
relatedness satisfaction. A limitation of the current study is 
that it did not assess the specific ways participants connected 
with others remotely, and future research on wellbeing at major 
holidays in the pandemic could address this limitation. Public 
opinion polls commonly show that major holidays can be lonely 
times for people (Kerman, 2017; Savage, 2020), even when 
not in a pandemic, and future research on ways people may 
connect virtually with others could be  important even once 
the pandemic is over.

Implications for Regulatory Focus Theory 
and Major Holidays
During major holidays, including those not occurring in a 
pandemic, people can feel torn between ideally wanting to do 
something for the sake of enjoyment and feeling obligated to 
do something to maintain social relationships (e.g., Kasser and 
Sheldon, 2002; Allan et  al., 2013; Hanke et  al., 2016). Ideally 
wanting to do something is an aspect of promotion focus, 
whereas feeling obligated to do something is an aspect of 
prevention focus (e.g., Higgins, 1997; Vaughn et  al., 2020). 
For example, an exciting opportunity to take a plane flight 
across the country to visit extended family can also feel obligatory 
if there are long lines and delays at the airport (The obligation 
to stand in long lines at airports also could conflict with 
another prevention goal, to remain safe against the virus, and 
to which we  turn next.) Nonetheless, promotion was the 
regulatory focus that most strongly and consistently related to 
wellbeing: The more promotion-focused participants were on 
Thanksgiving, the happier and more satisfied they were with 
Thanksgiving Day. This expected positive relationship between 
promotion focus and wellbeing is consistent with other research 
on regulatory focus and wellbeing (e.g., Lanaj et  al., 2012; 
Koopmann et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2019; Wu and Chen, 2020).

Additionally, we speculate that during Thanksgiving in 2020, 
participants experienced a new prevention-prevention conflict 
specific to the pandemic. Participants’ descriptions of what 
they did that day, news accounts (Caspiani and Borter, 2020; 
Trotta and Layne, 2020), and the fact that duties and caution/
self-control aspects of prevention focus loaded on different 
factors (cf., Haws et  al., 2010; Higgins et al., 2001; Vaughn 
et  al., 2020) suggest that many people experienced conflicts 
between two types of prevention goals. It appears that one 
was to fulfill duties to maintain holiday traditions by gathering 
with extended family. The other was to remain cautious and 
exert self-control to protect the self and others from COVID-19.

Even so, being focused on duties at Thanksgiving in 2020 
did not relate significantly to any wellbeing measures, when 
controlling for relationships between measures of need satisfaction 
and regulatory focus. Additionally, being focused on caution/
self-control at Thanksgiving 2020 related to less wellbeing, but 
even when these associations were statistically significant, they 
were weak. Thus, in contrast to what other research has shown 
about relationships between prevention focus and affect and/
or wellbeing (e.g., Lanaj et  al., 2012; Koopmann et  al., 2016; 
Zhang et  al., 2019; Wu and Chen, 2020), prevention focus on 
Thanksgiving 2020 did not relate strongly to lower wellbeing. 
While obligations can feel pressuring (e.g., Chen et  al., 2015; 
Vaughn, 2018), they can be highly meaningful at holidays (e.g., 
Hanke et  al., 2016). Many Americans had not seen extended 
family for months before Thanksgiving 2020 (Caspiani and 
Borter, 2020; Trotta and Layne, 2020), which could have made 
fulfilling duties to maintain in-person Thanksgiving traditions 
feel more meaningful than usual, even when balanced against 
remaining careful. Future research could examine whether the 
often-negative relationships between prevention focus and 
wellbeing (cf. Grant and Higgins, 2003; Lanaj et  al., 2012; 
Koopmann et  al., 2016; Zhang et  al., 2019; Wu and Chen, 
2020) generally are weaker during major holidays.

Implications for Persuasive Messaging 
About COVID-19 at Major Holidays
The strongest predictors of wellbeing at Thanksgiving in this 
study were feeling connected with others and focusing on 
growth – that is, relatedness satisfaction and promotion focus. 
Given that promotion focus serves the survival needs for growth 
and nurturance (Higgins, 1997, 1998), the current findings 

TABLE 4 | Tests of differences between measures of regulatory focus.

Measures in the 
test

t df Value of p Mean diff. SD diff. 95% CI d

Duties vs. 
promotion

11.31 403 <0.001 0.85 1.51 [0.70, 1.00] 0.56

Caution/self-control 
vs. promotion

7.41 403 <0.001 0.69 1.88 [0.51, 0.88] 0.37

Duties vs. caution/
self-control

1.97 403 0.049a 0.16 1.61 [0.00, 0.32] 0.10

aWith the Bonferroni adjustment of p = 0.0167, this pair of means did not differ significantly.
Positive numbers indicate higher scores for the first variable in each pair. Mean diff. = mean of between-condition differences. SD diff. = standard deviation of between-condition 
differences. CI = confidence interval. d = Cohen’s d.
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suggest that persuasive communications that support wellbeing 
at major holidays should emphasize ways to nurture connections 
with close others. Vigilance is effortful and stressful (Warm 
et al., 2008), but emphasizing relatedness support and promotion 
focus on a holiday  - while also remaining safe – could help 
balance the strong vigilance involved in preventing the spread 
of the virus. The tension between having an ideal holiday 
celebration and maintaining vigilance against the virus may 
not go away while the pandemic continues. However, research 
on how regulatory fit can affect persuasion suggests that this 
tension could be  useful.

Regulatory fit (Higgins, 2000) occurs when people think 
about or use strategies for pursuing a goal (e.g., making sure 
everything goes right at the holiday celebration) that fit and 
sustain their regulatory focus toward the goal (e.g., having the 
ideal holiday celebration). Regulatory nonfit occurs when people 
think about or strategies for pursuing a goal (e.g., being careful 
and making sure nothing goes wrong) that do not fit or sustain 
their regulatory focus toward the goal (e.g., having the ideal 
holiday celebration). Regulatory fit feels right (Higgins, 2000, 
2005) and people can attribute this feeling of rightness to 
what they are judging (e.g., for reviews, see Higgins, 2000; 
Higgins, 2005; Vaughn et al., 2006a,b, 2010b; Avnet and Higgins, 
2021). They may assume that if they feel right when thinking 
about something (e.g., ways to have the ideal holiday celebration), 
it is because what they are thinking about is right. Regulatory 
fit can enhance persuasion through advocacy messages, which 
explicitly intend to persuade (e.g., Cesario et  al., 2004, 2008; 
Lee and Aaker, 2004; Koenig et  al., 2009; Ludolph and Schulz, 
2015), and through narratives, in which the explicit intent is 
often more subtle (Vaughn et  al., 2009, 2010a).

With that said, when people’s initial attitudes about a topic 
are strongly negative, regulatory nonfit can de-intensify negative 
attitudes and increase how carefully people think about a 
message that opposes their initial attitudes (Fridman et  al., 
2016, 2018a,b). This upside of regulatory nonfit (Avnet and 
Higgins, 2021) could be useful in communications about how 
to have a good holiday with others while remaining safe 
against COVID-19. Ideally wanting to have a better holiday 
than one’s dreary pandemic norm could be  a promotion-
focused goal, whereas being careful and exerting self-control 
against the virus could be  examples of vigilant strategies of 
goal pursuit. Research on regulatory nonfit (Avnet and Higgins, 
2021) suggests that messages that include regulatory nonfit 
could lead people to think more abstractly and creatively 
about how to have a good holiday. Such messages could 
have especially positive impacts on people who initially have 
the strongest attitudes (Fridman et al., 2016) and are determined 
to have a holiday gathering that lives up to their ideals, no 
matter how risky. Indeed, many organizations’ suggestions 
about how to celebrate holidays safely during the COVID-19 
pandemic have incorporated this regulatory nonfit implicitly 
(e.g., Poplett, 2020; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2021). Future research could examine whether, how, and for 
whom the upsides of regulatory nonfit extend to 
communications about how to have safe and enjoyable holiday 
celebrations in a pandemic. This future research could examine 
both wellbeing and physical health, including the percentages 
of participants who contract COVID-19 during the holiday. 
Such research would likely also be  relevant to future  
epidemics and pandemics, which may become more frequent 
(Hilsenrath, 2020).

TABLE 5 | Multiple regressions modeling relationships with positive affect, negative affect, and satisfaction with Thanksgiving.

Dependent variables 
and predictors

B β sr2 Value of p 95% CI for B

Positive affect

 Autonomy 0.12 0.10 0.005 0.003 [0.04, 0.20]
 Competence −0.04 −0.03 <0.001 0.417 [−0.14, 0.06]
 Relatedness 0.43 0.37 0.061 <0.001 [0.35, 0.52]
 Promotion 0.56 0.50 0.113 <0.001 [0.48, 0.64]
 Caution/self-control −0.01 −0.01 <0.001 0.790 [−0.06, 0.05]
 Duties 0.12 0.05 0.001 0.119 [−0.01, 0.12]

Negative affect

 Autonomy −0.21 −0.19 0.019 <0.001 [−0.31, −0.11]
 Competence −0.13 −0.10 0.006 0.030 [−0.25, −0.01]
 Relatedness −0.41 −0.40 0.070 <0.001 [−0.51, −0.30]
 Promotion −0.16 −0.16 0.012 0.001 [−0.26, −0.06]
 Caution/self-control 0.10 0.11 0.011 0.003 [0.04, 0.17]
 Duties 0.03 0.03 <0.001 0.525 [−0.05, 0.11]

Satisfaction with Thanksgiving

 Autonomy 0.14 0.10 0.005 0.012 [0.03, 0.25]
 Competence −0.10 −0.06 0.002 0.154 [−0.23, 0.04]
 Relatedness 0.39 0.30 0.038 <0.001 [0.28, 0.51]
 Promotion 0.67 0.53 0.124 <0.001 [0.56, 0.78]
 Caution/self-control −0.09 −0.07 0.005 0.016 [−0.16, −0.02]
 Duties 0.03 0.02 <0.001 0.516 [−0.06, 0.12]

B, unstandardized regression weights. β, standardized regression weights. sr2, semi-partial correlation squared. CI, confidence interval. Rows in bold font indicate significant results 
with power > 0.80.
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Limitations and Future Research
Although we speculate that participants in this study experienced 
goal conflict at Thanksgiving, this study had no measures of 
goal conflict (cf., Boudreaux and Ozer, 2013; Gere and Schimmack, 
2013; Gray et al., 2017; Vowels and Carnelley, 2020). Goal conflict 
occurs when pursuing one valued goal interferes with the pursuit 
of another valued goal. Wellbeing relates negatively to goal 
conflict, either when the conflict is between one’s own goals 
(e.g., Boudreaux and Ozer, 2013; Gray et  al., 2017) or between 
the goals of relationship partners (e.g., Gere and Schimmack, 
2013; Vowels and Carnelley, 2020). Conflicts between the goal 
of gathering face-to-face and the goal of remaining safe from 
COVID-19 will likely continue for the duration of the pandemic. 
Research on goal conflict and wellbeing in the pandemic could 
examine how people manage these conflicting goals on major 
holidays and at other times.

The present research was cross-sectional, so we cannot infer 
causality from the results. Although we  treated positive affect, 
negative affect, and satisfaction with Thanksgiving as outcome 
variables, they could themselves be  predictors of the other 
variables in the study. Moreover, future research could measure 
participants’ baseline wellbeing to understand how it relates 
to happiness and other aspects of wellbeing at Thanksgiving. 
Future research could use a diary study design to address 
these limitations (e.g., Allan et  al., 2013).

Another limitation of this research is that it did not have 
a representative sample of Americans. Prolific samples resemble 
MTurk samples (Peer et  al., 2017), and MTurk samples do 
not represent the general US population (Goodman et  al., 
2013; Walters et  al., 2018). For example, MTurk samples tend 
to be  younger, more educated, less employed, and have more 
White and Asian respondents and fewer Black and Latinx or 

TABLE 6 | Tests of differences between participants who saw 0, 1, or 2+ other people face-to-face on Thanksgiving.

Measure and test dfs F Value of p η2 Mean diff. Sig. 95% CI

Autonomy (2, 401) 9.37 <0.001 0.045
 0 vs. 1 other 0.38 0.482 [−0.27, 1.04]
 0 vs. 2+ others −0.31 0.570 [−0.89, 0.26]
 1 vs. 2+ others −0.70 <0.001 [−1.09, −0.30]

Competence (2, 401) 0.31 0.733 0.002
 0 vs. 1 other 0.17 1.000 [−0.36, 0.71]
 0 vs. 2+ others 0.13 1.000 [−0.33, 0.60]
 1 vs. 2+ others −0.04 1.000 [−0.36, 0.28]

Relatedness (2, 401) 11.74 <0.001 0.055
 0 vs. 1 other 1.21 <0.001 [0.53, 1.89]
 0 vs. 2+ others 1.18 <0.001 [0.59, 1.78]
 1 vs. 2+ others −0.03 1.000 [−0.44, 0.38]

Promotion (2, 401) 7.90 <0.001 0.038
 0 vs. 1 other 1.05 0.001 [0.33, 1.76]
 0 vs. 2+ others 1.02 <0.001 [0.40, 1.64]
 1 vs. 2+ others −0.03 1.000 [−0.46, 0.40]

Caution/self-
control

(2, 401) 3.25 0.040 0.016

 0 vs. 1 other −0.26 1.000 [−1.02, 0.50]
 0 vs. 2+ others −0.58 0.108 [−1.24, 0.08]
 1 vs. 2+ others −0.32 0.286 [−0.77, 0.14]

Duties (2, 401) 22.30 <0.001 0.100
 0 vs. 1 other 0.62 0.079 [−0.05, 1.30]
 0 vs. 2+ others 1.35 <0.001 [0.77, 1.94]
 1 vs. 2+ others 0.73 <0.001 [0.33, 1.13]

Positive affect (2, 401) 6.03 0.003 0.029
 0 vs. 1 other 0.96 0.013 [0.16, 1.76]
 0 vs. 2+ others 1.01 0.002 [0.31, 1.71]
 1 vs. 2+ others 0.05 1.000 [−0.43, 0.53]
Negative affect (2, 401) 2.30 0.102 0.011
 0 vs. 1 other −0.57 0.167 [−1.28, 0.14]
 0 vs. 2+ others −0.54 0.106 [−1.16, 0.08]
 1 vs. 2+ others 0.02 1.000 [−0.40, 0.45]

Satisfaction with 
Thanksgiving

(2, 401) 10.80 <0.001 0.051

 0 vs. 1 other 1.51 <0.001 [0.62, 2.41]
 0 vs. 2+ others 1.50 <0.001 [0.72, 2.28]
 1 vs. 2+ others −0.01 1.000 [−0.55, 0.52]

2+ others = saw two or more other people face-to-face. Group sizes: saw 0 other people (n = 27), 1 other person (n = 63), and 2+ others (n = 314). Bonferroni post-hoc tests, in which 
numbers indicate higher means for the second condition within the pair. Mean diff. = mean of between-condition differences. CI = confidence interval. Bold font indicates rows with 
significant effects.
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Hispanic respondents than the general US population (Walters 
et  al., 2018). COVID-19 has stronger impacts on people who 
are older (McCarthy, 2020) and on people of color (Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020a), which could have 
affected wellbeing at Thanksgiving.

Future cross-cultural research on social connection, regulatory 
focus, and wellbeing at major holidays in a pandemic could find 
stronger relationships between prevention focus and wellbeing. 
People tend to be  somewhat promotion oriented in contexts that 
emphasize the values of individualism, such as the United  States 
(e.g., Lee et  al., 2000). In more collectivist cultural contexts that 
emphasize the value of fulfilling duties and obligations (e.g., Miller 
et  al., 2011; Buchtel et  al., 2018), people who believe they are 
maintaining important holiday traditions may have substantially 
higher wellbeing. Additionally, prevention focus may be  a better 
fit for cultural contexts with tighter norms, whereas promotion 
focus may be  a better fit for cultures with looser norms (Kumar 
et  al., 2019), such as the United  States (Gelfand et  al., 2011). In 
contexts with stronger norms and less tolerance for deviant behavior, 
the prevention focus on minimizing losses could be  especially 
valued and meaningful – especially if it means protecting loved 
ones from COVID-19 on a major holiday.

The current study was designed to be  basic research on 
how need satisfaction and regulatory focus relate to wellbeing 
in a specific context, and as such, it was designed to extend 
theory and research in three areas: wellbeing on major holidays, 
self-determination theory, and regulatory focus theory. Given 
that numerous other studies have examined wellbeing and 
mental health in the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Dawel et  al., 
2020; Gray et al., 2020; Mental Health America, 2020; Vanderweele 
et al., 2020; National Center for Health Statistics, 2021; Okabe-
Miyamoto and Lyubomirsky, 2021; Panchal et  al., 2021), the 
current study’s unique emphasis on wellbeing during a major 
holiday in the pandemic is both a strength and a limitation. 
We did not design this study to assess aspects of mental health, 
such as depression or anxiety, and it is beyond the scope of 
the current research to speculate at length about implications 
of our findings for these aspects of mental health. However, 
we  hope that the current work inspires future researchers to 
apply these findings to design and rigorously test interventions 
that may protect or improve mental health in the COVID-19 
pandemic and beyond.

CONCLUSION

In 2020, American Thanksgiving occurred 8 months into the 
COVID-19 pandemic, when many people had become more 
stressed, anxious, depressed, and lonely (e.g., Mental Health 
America, 2020; National Center for Health Statistics, 2021; 
Ravenscraft, 2021). Participants reported being more prevention 
focused than promotion focused on Thanksgiving in 2020. However, 
most also reported having a happy and satisfying Thanksgiving. 
Participants had a happier Thanksgiving overall when they felt 
more connected with others and focused more on growth. While 
these experiences could be  especially important during major 
holidays in a pandemic, they could be  just as important just as 

important once the pandemic is over, on any day when 
simultaneously having fun and meeting obligations is important.

Overall, this study suggests that messages about how to 
accomplish one’s ideals and connect with others at holidays 
could help boost wellbeing. Additionally, research suggests that 
it could be  beneficial to include information about how to 
remain safe against the virus, especially for people who have 
the strongest intentions to gather with many people who might 
not be  vaccinated (see Fridman et  al., 2016). We  hope future 
research will explore this possibility, both for the COVID-19 
pandemic and for any future epidemics.
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