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Viewed through the lens of the Revelation Risk Model (RRM), we examined whether

the perceived riskiness of an activity, relationship type (family, romantic, or friends), and

location in the US (California, Oklahoma, or Ohio) influenced whether and how people

communicated with close others when refusing an event invitation during the COVID-19

pandemic. Additionally, we examined how these factors affected their likelihood of

attending an event, their likelihood of refusing an invitation, and their anticipation of the

effect of the disclosure of their refusal on future interactions. States varied widely in their

response to the pandemic and our results suggest this affected participants’ responses

to the activity scenarios we presented. People from Ohio and California reported less

likelihood of attending the event in the high-risk condition than people from Oklahoma.

Participants were more likely to make up false excuses for low-risk events to avoid

conflict. A three-way interaction between riskiness of the scenario, closeness of the

relationship type, and location predicted the effect on future interactions. Implications

for the effects of refusals on relationships are discussed.

Keywords: disclosure, risk perception, refusals, interpersonal communication, COVID-19

INTRODUCTION

The worldwide outbreak of COVID-19 in early 2020, and restrictions put in place to limit social
gatherings, created a lot of stress for people around the world (Katella, 2020). While the easing of
stay-at-home orders in some states across the US alleviated stress for some people, allowing them
to leave their houses and maybe interact with loved ones again, for others a whole new layer of
issues emerged: what to do when people invite you to an event you are not comfortable attending.
This became a popular topic of concern, with news articles covering people’s experiences as they
reported engaging in conversations about their own comfort level and boundaries (Chapin, 2020;
Ellison, 2020). Given the importance of avoiding contact with others to slow the spread of the virus
prior to the availability of vaccines (O’Reilly, 2020), having honest conversations with loved ones
about comfort levels and the risk involved with activities was extremely important.

While these conversations are imperative, they are not always successful and can have negative
effects on relationships, particularly when one’s assessment of the situation does not match the
assessment of their relational partner (Chapin, 2020). Unfortunately, research suggests perceptions
of risk and comfort are influenced by political rhetoric (Hardy, 2020), creating even more
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opportunity for frustration, blame, guilt, and potentially conflict.
In some situations, if one’s relational partner does not agree
with their concerns, relationships can be permanently damaged
(Ellison, 2020). Additionally, for some, just the thought of
providing a refusal causes stress or fear that loved ones will
blame them,making them feel guilty about not attending (Fetters,
2020). The potential negative outcomes associated with refusals
might make it more likely people avoid having conversations
and attend events they are uncomfortable with, or lie about their
reason for not attending just so they can avoid the conversation
(Whillans et al., 2020).

The anecdotal stories and research described above
suggest that, at least for some people, engaging in important
conversations about health protocols and comfort levels is
a daunting task, and one that some might prefer to avoid.
This provides a perfect scenario for communication scholars
to examine the factors that influence decisions people make
about refusing invitations from relational partners, should
people be asked to engage in an activity they deem too risky,
and how those resulting conversations influence interpersonal
relationships. Therefore, this research seeks to better understand
the experiences people have refusing event invitations during
the COVID-19 pandemic. With research on refusals and the
Revelation Risk Model (RRM) as a basic framework, the goal of
this study is to determine how situational and relational factors
influence three processes related to disclosures: (a) the likelihood
someone will refuse an invitation to an event during the
COVID-19 pandemic, (b) the communicative processes (direct
vs. indirect) used to refuse the invitation, and (c) relational
outcomes as a result of disclosing a refusal.

The insight provided by the results of this study will add to
the current literature by examining how relational characteristics
combine with a major global health crisis to influence refusal
processes in personal relationships. Researchers believe being
direct and honest in conversations about COVID-19 risk is best,
and have found that being honest can actually bring people
closer together (Whillans et al., 2020); therefore, results of this
study will help practitioners understand different personal and
relational characteristics that might put someone at risk of either
avoiding refusal conversations or being indirect in their refusals
surrounding COVID-19 so that they can work with them tomake
them more comfortable opening up and being direct.

Literature Review
The COVID-19 Pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic began as the virus spread rapidly
across the globe in the beginning of 2020. Although the virus
was first confirmed in 2019, it was not until March of 2020 that
it was declared a national emergency in the United States. By
the end of March there were worldwide restrictions on travel,
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) suggested
limits on the number of people gathering together, and several US
states shut down all non-essential business, with schools pivoting
to online learning and many people working from home in an
effort to keep people indoors and slow the spread of the virus
(Bryson Taylor, 2020). Following stay at home orders, reports
of stress, anxiety, and depression increased (Katella, 2020), and

after one month protests against the health measures taken by
state governments occurred in places like Michigan, Minnesota,
and Ohio. By May and June 2020, some states started opening
back up and easing quarantine restrictions (Bryson Taylor, 2020),
while vaccines were not widely available in the US until spring
and summer of 2021.

With the lifting of orders and nicer summer weather in 2020,
the topic of conversation in many news outlets became how to
handle requests to socialize with friends and family, and what
to do if people are invited to an event they are not comfortable
attending (Chapin, 2020; Ellison, 2020). Some people reported
that these conversations were difficult and frustrating. For
example, Chapin (2020) spoke with people who reported family
members responding to their declaration of risk and comfort
boundaries by saying they were being too cautious or loved ones
who refused to compromise to match the comfort level of others.
Conversations about comfort levels and boundaries during the
pandemic require communicators to be vulnerable about their
concerns, which opens them up to the possibility of being
invalidated by their close relational partners. When there is a
disagreement between relational partners, if their differing needs
are not respected, it can have negative relational implications.
For example, some people reported ending their friendships
as a result of COVID-19 boundary differences (Ellison, 2020).
Anticipated outcomes of these conversations can be so nerve-
wracking, that some people might avoid having the conversations
altogether. For example, Whillans et al. (2020) found people
were more likely to say “yes” to attending an event when
asked by a close friend, even if they were not comfortable.
Additionally, turning down an invitation could count as a face-
threatening act for invitees, or an act that inherently damages
the positive self-image or sense of autonomy of one person
by acting in opposition to the wants and desires of the other
(Brown and Levinson, 1987). Ultimately, if not done carefully,
refusals can cause relational harm (Tanck, 2002). Therefore, it is
important researchers understand what kind of factors influence
the likelihood that people might be in a position to refuse an
invitation, as well as how those factors influence one’s refusal
strategy and the implications for the relationship after the refusal
has taken place.

To examine these processes, we rely on the Revelation Risk
Model and the concept of refusals as frameworks that help
us understand the influence of a variety of factors that could
contribute to someone’s decision to turn down (i.e., refuse) an
event invitation during the COVID-19 pandemic. The decision
to provide a refusal is likely complicated; therefore to account
for this our study seeks to examine the role of both situational
(risk level and location within the US) as well as relational
(relationship type: family, romantic relationship, or friendship)
influences on people’s communicative experiences when refusing
an invitation to an event during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Refusals and the Revelation Risk Model
A refusal occurs when a speaker either “directly or indirectly
says ‘no’ to a request or invitation” (Tanck, 2002, p. 2). Direct
refusals involve specifically saying “no” in some capacity, whereas
indirect refusals are vaguer and might contain excuses as to
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why someone cannot complete the request. Importantly, because
refusals involve rejecting someone, they are considered face-
threatening acts. Because of this, indirect refusals are more
common than direct ones, as they allow people to say no while
still being polite and saving face (Tanck, 2002).

The first step in understanding the refusal process associated
with social gathering invitations during COVID-19 is to
determine what circumstances might lead to needing to provide
a refusal in the first place. At its most basic, those who do not
feel comfortable attending are the most likely to refuse an event
invitation. However, the decision to refuse an invitation is likely
more nuanced, given the frustration and conflict people have
reported in their actual conversations with loved ones (Chapin,
2020; Ellison, 2020), particularly considering reports people have
attended events they do not feel comfortable with in order to
avoid having to refuse someone (Whillans et al., 2020). Therefore,
in order to get a more holistic understanding of the refusal
process, it is important to consider the variety of factors that
contribute to decisions to disclose a refusal.

One framework that can help scholars understand the decision
to refuse an invitation is the Revelation Risk Model (RRM).
The RRM was initially developed by Afifi and Steuber (2009)
as a model utilized to predict circumstances that lead to secret
disclosure specifically. Although this model does not examine
refusals, it does consider how factors influence people’s decision
to disclose information to close others. Importantly, the RRM is
relevant to the refusal process examined here because it considers
not just the individual considering disclosure, but also how
their relationship with their disclosure target plays a role in the
decision to disclose (Afifi and Steuber, 2009).

According to the RRM, when deciding whether to disclose to
someone individuals consider the risk associated with disclosure,
and the higher the risk the less likely they are to disclose.
When assessing the risk of disclosure, people consider 1) the
risk to themselves, 2) the risk to their relationship, and 3) the
risk to other people. Evaluation of self-risk involves protecting
oneself from negative evaluations, like judgment, ridicule, or
harm. Evaluation of relationship-risk involves trying to protect
one’s relationship with the disclosure target from harm. Lastly,
evaluation of risk to others involves considering how other
people might be impacted by one’s disclosure (Afifi and Steuber,
2009). In the context of invitation refusals during the COVID-
19 pandemic, self-risk could involve concerns such as how
one’s relational partner might judge them for their COVID-
related beliefs, while relationship-risk would be focused on how
their relationships might be impacted by refusing an invitation,
and risk to others might involve considering whether it is
important to directly address the health risks associated with
event attendance in order to protect others.

Additionally, the model also considers conditions under
which people would be more willing to disclose. In the context
of secrets, these conditions are 1) the need for catharsis, 2)
feeling like the disclosure target needs to know the information,
and 3) being asked by another person to reveal the information
(Afifi and Steuber, 2009). Given that this study is not focused
on secrets, we have used the basic premise of the RRM to
examine what factors might influence someone’s decision to

refuse an invitation to an event during the COVID-19 pandemic.
While the conditions that influence disclosure are not the same,
because of the potential negative ramifications of engaging in
discussions about the risk of social gatherings and the harm these
conversations could pose to relationships, the general premise
of RRM can be a helpful framework for unpacking the refusal
process. This is particularly true if people anticipate a negative
reaction from the individual who invited them (e.g., if the person
does not think the invitee will agree with their decision andmight
get upset). To understand how individuals might weigh the risk
of providing a refusal, it is important to first identify factors
that might influence when a refusal would take place, beginning
with conditions under which someone might not be comfortable
attending an event.

One of the factors that should influence whether someone
is comfortable attending an event is the level of COVID-19
related health risks associated with the event in question. In
theory, the higher the risk associated with an activity, the less
comfortable someone should be attending the event and the
more likely someone should be to refuse an invitation. However,
research on risk has found that one’s perception of risk is more
predictive of their behavior than the actual risk (Turner et al.,
2011) and research on risk perceptions of COVID-19 specifically
have found that misconceptions are common (Faasse andNewby,
2020). Therefore, it is not surprising that many news articles
during the late spring and early summermonths of 2020 reported
on the risk of various common activities. For example, Moitke
(2020) and DesOrmeau (2020) spoke with health experts to rank
the risk of various summer activities. The CDC even created a
searchable page people could use to learn about risks associated
with various activities and steps people should take to reduce
their chances of getting themselves or others sick (CDC, 2020).
Even with these resources available and widely disseminated,
it does not guarantee people will accurately understand risk,
especially because research has found people differ in their
trust of news sources and expert opinion during the COVID-19
pandemic (Hardy, 2020). Thus, in order to understand how risk
influences comfort level, it is necessary to examine other factors
that influence people’s risk perceptions.

One additional factor that might influence how people
perceive the health risk associated with various activities during
the COVID-19 pandemic is their location because of the
partisanship that has been associated with reactions to public
health measures in the US during the pandemic (Gadarian et al.,
2021; Ye, 2021). Vai et al. (2020) found COVID risk perceptions
and behavioral intentions varied by location when comparing
personal beliefs of those in Italy vs. Japan. There are multiple
reasons to believe perceptions of COVID-19 would vary not
just between residents of different countries, but also between
residents of different locations within the United States.

Responses to the pandemic have varied widely by state.
For example, as of November 2020, California still had stay
at home orders in place, whereas many other states around
the country lifted their orders as early as May. Additionally,
some states, like Massachusetts, had limits on the number of
people who could gather at one time, while others had no
such restrictions (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2020). Some states
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varied the types of business that could open while others had
blanket orders that covered all business types (like restaurants
and gyms) (Adolph et al., 2021). One of the explanations for
widely different responses by state is political affiliation of the
leaders, especially the state’s Governor who were the ones making
policies. For example, Adolph et al. (2021) examined COVID-
19 protocols at the state level and found that Governors of
Republican states began to ease lockdown restrictions or stay-
at-home orders 14.5 days earlier than Governors of Democratic
states, regardless of actual transmission or hospitalization rates.
The Governors of Florida and Texas (both Republican-leaning
states with Republican leaders) signed executive orders banning
maskmandates by schools in their states. The Arizona Legislature
did the same (Lombardo, 2021). Thus, by examining the policies
of states by their leaders’ party, Adolph et al. were able to track
the partisan effects on virus transmission and compliance with
COVID-19 policies like stay-at-home orders.

Importantly, in the United States, it is a common practice
by the media to color-code states where red designates a state
voting mostly Republican and blue designates a state voting
mostly Democratic. A few states are known as “purple” which
means they swing back and forth from election to election (Rader,
2019). Makridis and Rothwell (2020) utilized this color-coding
system in their research and found political partisanship based
on states’ electoral college votes in the 2016 election influenced
the types of policies states put into place to help quell the virus,
with states that were “red” in 2016 being 20% less likely to adopt
a statewide shut down order and 40% less likely to enforce a
mask mandate compared to those that were “blue” (Makridis and
Rothwell, 2020). Lastly, partisanship appears to affect vaccination
rates as well. Ye (2021) examined vaccination rates by US county
and found a widening gap over time betweenDemocratic-leaning
and Republican-leaning counties when tracking vaccination rates
from January to May 2021 as vaccines were rolled out and made
more available to younger cohorts.

The research described above has found a link between
one’s location and their perceptions of health risk during the
COVID-19 pandemic, as well as a link between their location
and their comfort engaging in various risk-preventing behaviors.
Therefore, it is likely both COVID risk and one’s location
influence a person’s comfort attending certain events, and
the likelihood they do attend the event. However, given the
connection between state decisions and party affiliation, much of
the research has focused on the difference between red states and
blue states, but little is known about how residing in a “purple”
state, or swing-state, might influence risk perceptions. With this
in mind, the following hypothesis was posed:

H1: COVID risk level and location will interact to influence one’s

(a) comfort level and (b) likelihood of attending an event during

the COVID-19 pandemic.

Lastly, although comfort level should determine whether
someone accepts an invitation to an event during the COVID-
19 pandemic, some research suggests relationship type influences
how likely someone is to attend an event regardless of comfort
level, which aligns with the importance placed on relationships

in the RRM. For example, Whillans et al. (2020) found people
were more likely to accept an invitation they were uncomfortable
with when the invitation came from a friend than from a
family member or colleague. Therefore, relationship type seems
to interact with risk level of activities to influence likelihood
of attending an event, although Whillans et al. (2020) did
not include romantic partners in their analysis, so the insight
provided by that research is incomplete. Additionally, little is
known about how and whether one’s location might influence the
connection between relationship type and willingness to attend
an event. Therefore, the following research question was posed:

RQ1: Does relationship type interact with (a) COVID risk level,

(b) location, or (c) COVID risk level and location to predict

the likelihood someone will attend an event during the COVID-

19 pandemic?

Strategies to Disclose a Refusal
The next step in understanding the invitation refusal process
during the COVID-19 pandemic is trying to determine how
people let others know they do not want to attend the event.
Based on the RRM, people are more likely to avoid disclosure if
they anticipate a negative reaction and/or if the topic of disclosure
is considered negative (Afifi and Steuber, 2009); however, in
this particular context completely ignoring an invitation to an
event is unlikely, as doing so would be considered rude. Beyond
simply disclosing or keeping a secret, the RRM does identify
specific communication strategies people use to disclose secrets,
including directness, indirect mediums, incremental disclosure,
third party revelations, preparation/rehearsal, and entrapment
(Afifi and Steuber, 2009). Given that refusals tend to be indirect
(Tanck, 2002), it is thus important to consider indirect strategies
people might use to refuse an invitation. One indirect strategy
might be to lie about the reason why they do not want to
attend. For example, if someone is worried the invitee will react
negatively if they admit they are not comfortable attending the
event because of the risk it poses, they might instead say they are
busy. In fact, Afifi and Guerrero (2000) found one way people
avoid sensitive topics when they cannot or will not avoid the
conversation altogether is to purposefully leave out information,
essentially engaging in deception as an avoidance tactic.

Additionally, Hancock et al. (2009) coined the term “butler
lies” as a type of deception used to manage the entry and exit
of social interactions and avoid interactions altogether. Although
they were talking about technology like instant messaging taking
the place of the Butlers of the elite in a bygone era, they
emphasized an important point, which is that politeness is the
motivation for many of our everyday deceptions. People seek to
maintain their own and their partner’s “face.” As Hancock et al.
(2009) state,

As Brown and Levinson point out, people use different language

strategies to avoid threatening one’s own or another’s face.

Deception is one language strategy (an ‘off-the- record’ strategy

in the Brown and Levinson terminology) that we use when

committing a face-threatening act...Butler lies about avoiding an

interaction, or lies related to leaving a conversation that the
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partner wants to continue, are designed to maintain our own face

(not coming across as mean or haughty) as well as our partner’s

(that we respect and like them) (p. 519).

Similarly, we can use polite forms of deception to avoid
talking about difficult topics to avert a conflict or to spare our
partner’s feelings. We can also refuse an invitation but give an
excuse in order to preserve our own autonomy and control
over our own bodies during a dangerous pandemic. The above
research suggests lying when responding to an event invitation is
a possibility, but are there ever times people might decide honesty
is more important than keeping others happy?

Keating et al. (2013) examined how topic avoidance
functioned when it came to difficult conversations. They
predicted one’s family communication patterns would influence
whether one engaged in a difficult conversation, with those
that came from very open families where different opinions
are encouraged being more willing to engage in conversations
than those who come from families who discuss few topics
together and stress homogeneity of values. However, contrary
to their predictions, their results suggested everyone regardless
of their family communication patterns engaged in difficult
conversations. Keating et al. (2013) asserted their results
highlight the fact that when the situation surrounding the
difficult conversation is considered critical, avoidance of the
conversation is unlikely.

Given that attendance at events during the COVID-19
pandemic has been linked to the spread of the virus and even
death of attendees in some cases (Zdanowicz and Jackson, 2020),
there are likely at least certain event contexts that align with
the critical situations Keating et al. (2013) highlighted in their
research. Because engagement in difficult conversations was only
likely when the situation is deemed critical, risk level of the
activity in question should influence whether someone lies or
is honest when rejecting an invitation. For example, based on
Keating et al.’s (2013) findings, people might be more likely to
honestly reject an invitation to a high-risk event like an indoor
mask-less gathering in a crowded bar, compared to a moderate
or low-risk event, such as an outdoor dinner or going for a
walk outdoors with masks on and social-distancing measures in
place. Interestingly, Whillans et al. (2020) found 73.8% of people
wanted to communicate the risk associated with an activity to
their loved one when rejecting an invitation to an event, but
only 45.5% reported they would express concerns with risk
when providing an excuse. They found regardless of political
orientation, people were more likely to be honest about their
concerns when they worried about the event harming the welfare
of their friend, and suggested risk for one’s friend was the biggest
determinant of whether people were honest (Whillans et al.,
2020).

According to the RRM, relationship characteristics should
also influence one’s willingness to be honest. For example,
relational closeness has been positively associated with disclosure,
suggesting close relationships provide people with a sense of
safety, allowing them to feel like it is safe to be honest. Caughlin
et al. (2005) found people more willing to disclose to people they
are close to and Derlega et al. (2008) found relational closeness as
a frequently mentioned reason for being willing to disclose highly

personal information. Laursen and Williams (1997) found those
relationships that are horizontal (i.e., relatively equal in power
and status) and voluntary, such as friendships and romantic
relationships, are considered closer than those that are vertical
(i.e., relatively unequal in power and status) and involuntary,
such as family relationships. Additionally, Derlega et al. (2008)
found both willingness to truthfully disclose highly personal
information and reasons for disclosure varied by relationship
type. Lastly, Godbersen et al. (2020) found relationship type
influenced perceptions of the effectiveness and importance of
social distancing, with concerns about close family members
being more influential than concerns about friends. When
considered in combination with the focus on other-risk in the
RRM, all the above research suggests one’s relationship to the
invitee might influence how worried a person is about COVID
risks and therefore how willing they are to directly and honestly
address their concerns.

Based on the research cited above, we believe that the closeness
of the relationship and the risk level will affect the truthfulness
or deceptiveness of the reasons provided. Thus, the following
hypothesis was proposed:

H2: Relationship type and COVID risk level will interact to

predict truthfulness of an excuse provided when declining an

invitation to an event during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Relational Implications of Refusals
Considering the importance of relationships in the RRM,
the last step in understanding people’s experiences with
refusals during the COVID-19 pandemic is to examine the
relational implications of rejecting an invitation. News reports of
conversations related to event invitations during the pandemic
support the idea that some people experienced negative relational
implications. For example, when describing an upsetting
situation with a friend, Ellison (2020) interviewed someone who
indicated she did not talk to a friend for two weeks after that
friend insisted she come to an event that she was uncomfortable
attending. The whole situation was frustrating, she claimed,
because her friend promised the circumstances were safe and
tried to persuade her to attend by asking if she trusted them.
Because of her friend’s claims, and the trust she had for this friend,
she went to the event; however, when she arrived, she felt the
situationwas too risky and left at once (Ellison, 2020). In this case,
according to the individual interviewed, once she realized her
friend’s comfort level and hers were not the same, her perception
of her friend changed and their relationship suffered, at least in
the short term.

The example above suggests it is likely people perceive their
relationships will be negatively impacted as a result of declining
an invitation; however, this process is likely influenced by COVID
risk level associated with the event, location, and relationship
type. In general, people fear negative relationship implications
because they worry their relational partner will be upset by their
disclosure, or the disclosure itself will cause conflict (Afifi and
Steuber, 2009). In the context of COVID-19 event invitations,
those who decline an invitation and expect their relational
partner to be disappointed and/or angry should fear a negative
outcome as a result of their refusal of the invitation, whereas
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those that accept the invitation should experience positive
relationship outcomes. This means in order to determine how
risk, location, and relationship type might influence relational
outcomes, one must consider how these factors might lead to the
requestor becoming upset and/or the refusal leading to conflict in
the first place.

In terms of COVID-19 risk level, it is more likely people
would be upset when someone declines an invitation to a low-
risk event than a moderate or high-risk event. This is because
declining amoderate or high-risk event invitation would likely be
expected, whereas people would be less likely to expect a rejection
to a low-risk event. Therefore, people should report worse
relationship outcomes when rejecting an invitation from a low-
risk event than a moderate or high-risk event. However, given
the influence of location on one’s perception of risk described
earlier, location should also influence whether someone gets
upset because a loved one declined an invitation. According to
Lenz (2013), constituents form their own opinions about public
issues based on the positions of political elites. The opinions
of elites have the power to either encourage people to engage
in safe practices, or to reject suggestions supported by scientific
research (Darmofal, 2005; Brulle et al., 2012). This means policy
decisions of local officials, as well as their public messaging
about the risk of contracting COVID-19, have the power to
influence individual beliefs about the risk of certain events, and
in turn whether someone would be upset by an event refusal.
For example, based on Lenz’s (2013) research, someone who lives
in an area with public officials who denounce mask mandates
and suggest constituents should not be afraid to eat indoors
or attend events would likely be influenced by the opinions
and messages provided by their officials, ultimately believing
that event attendance is less risky than it really is. Because of
these beliefs they would also be more likely to get upset when
someone refuses an event invitation they have extended, perhaps
ultimately believing the invitee is being unnecessarily worrisome.
Conversely, someone who lives in an area with public officials
who support mask mandates and encourage constituents to only
congregate outside and always follow social distancing measures
would be more likely to believe event attendance is too risky.
Because of these beliefs they would be more likely to understand
why someone refused an invitation and would therefore not get
upset at receiving a refusal. In the context of state politics, given
that blue states had a higher likelihood of instilling strict safety
measures compared to red states (Makridis and Rothwell, 2020;
Adolph et al., 2021), when declining an invitation to an event
during COVID-19, those from red states should expect poorer
relationship outcomes as a result of declining an invitation than
those from blue states, even if the risk is high. Therefore, the
following hypothesis was proposed:

H3: COVID risk level and location will interact to predict

relational implications after declining an event invitation during

the COVID-19 pandemic.

Lastly, relationship type could influence perceptions of
relational implications. For example, Furman and Buhrmester
(1992) found friendships and romantic relationships were more
egalitarian than parent-child relationships, and research has

shown when someone has less power they are more likely to
experience psychological aggression from their relational partner
(Dunbar and Johnson, 2015). Additionally, Warner et al. (2020)
found when people disagree with their family members, they
are less likely to engage in respectful communication when
discussing those differences. Therefore, people might expect
worse relationship outcomes when declining an event from a
family member than a friend or romantic partner. However,
given descriptions of people ending relationships because of
frustrations after engaging in COVID-19-related conversations
(Ellison, 2020), it is possible people are more worried about
seriously harming voluntary relationships, like friendships and
romantic relationships, than involuntary relationships, like
family relationships. For example, Roper et al. (2018) found
people anticipated more relational harm following an aggressive
argument with a romantic partner than a family member and the
authors suggested this might be because family relationships are
more stable and more difficult to end. All in all, the influence
of relationship type on the future of one’s relationship seems
uncertain, and when combined with information about the
influence of risk and location it is unclear how all three factors
will influence perceptions of the relationship together. Therefore,
the following research question was posed:

RQ2: Do COVID risk level, location, and relationship type

interact to predict perceived impacts of an invitation refusal on

the future of a relationship?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
An online survey circulated between September and October
2020 was compiled via Qualtrics from the scales listed below
and completed by undergraduate students in three different
states meant to represent blue [California (n = 131)], red
[Oklahoma, (n = 172)], and purple1 [Ohio (n = 78)] states
in the summer and early fall of 2020. Subjects were recruited
at large Universities in each state through research pools and
courses in three different Departments of Communication. To
qualify to participate, individuals needed to be at least 18 years
of age and enrolled in an undergraduate communication course.
A total of 451 people began the survey, but after deleting those
surveys that were completed in <10min and two surveys that
were almost completely blank, a total of 381 completed surveys
were utilized for analysis. Those who completed the survey were
compensated with extra credit to apply to their communication
courses. During the pandemic, some College students were
telecommuting from other locations, but the majority were still
residing in the state where they attend University (California,
88.5%; Oklahoma, 82.6%; Ohio, 97.4%).

Age of the participants ranged from 18 to 60 (M = 20.56,
SD = 4.11). The majority of participants identified as female
(n = 282, 74%), while 24.7% identified as male (n = 94), one

1From 2000 to 2016, Ohio voted for the Republican Presidential Candidate 3 times

and the Democratic Candidate twice. During that time, they elected Republican

Senators 5 times and Democrats 4 times. In California, all Presidential Candidate

winners and Senators have been Democratic and in Oklahoma all have been

Republican during the same span.
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person (0.3%) identified as non-binary, and four people did not
provide this information. Amajority of the participants identified
as white (n = 246; 64.6%), 15.7% identified as Asian or Asian-
American (n = 60), 9.7% identified as Hispanic or Latino/a (n =

37), 3.9% identified as Black or African American (n = 15), 2.1%
identified as American Indian or Indigenous North American (n
= 8), and 2.9% indicated “other” as their racial/ethnic identity,
with answers ranging from a mixed identity to Middle Eastern.
Lastly, on average participants reported wearing a mask 85.32%
of the time when they left their home and were within 6 ft of
another person.

Measures
COVID Risk Level
To understand the role of risk and relationship type on
event invitation refusals, the authors developed a total of nine
vignettes, which were randomly presented to participants. In the
vignettes, three different relational partners were accounted for
(friend, family member, and romantic partner) and within each
relationship type category, the authors created three different
situational activities, one of low-risk, one of moderate-risk, and
one of high-risk. Risk of each situation was determined based
on the rankings of the Texas Medical Association Chart (Texas
Medical Association, 2020). See Appendix A for a list of the
vignettes associated with each relationship type and risk level,
as well as information concerning the number of participants
assigned to each of the nine vignettes.

Participants were randomly presented with one vignette for
each relationship type (for a total of three), asked to think of a
person in their life that represented that relationship type (ex:
think of a close friend, think of a sibling, think of a current or
imagined romantic partner) and write their initials down to help
them remember who they were thinking of. In order to simulate
the refusal process, they were then presented with the scenario
and asked various questions about their comfort attending the
activity, their likelihood of attending the activity, the excuse
they would provide to the invitee when refusing an invitation,
the truthfulness of their excuse, and their perception of future
interactions with this person as a result of their conversation.

Comfort With Activity
Comfort was measured with one item asking participants to
indicate how comfortable they would be attending the activity
described in the vignette on a scale of 1 (Extremely Comfortable)
to 7 (Extremely Uncomfortable). The item was reverse coded so
that higher levels meant more comfort,M = 4.93, SD= 2.09.

Likelihood of Attending Activity
Likelihood of attending the activity was measured with one item
asking participants to indicate how likely they would be to attend
the activity described in the vignette on a scale of 1 (Extremely
Likely) to 7 (Extremely Unlikely). The item was reverse coded so
that higher levels meant a higher likelihood of attending, M =

4.98, SD= 2.16.

Deception
Deception used in the excuse participants providedwasmeasured
using one item asking participants to rate the truthfulness of the

excuse they provided on a 1 (Definitely True) to 5 (Definitely
False) scale,M = 1.56, SD= 0.91.

Perceptions of Future Interactions
To determine how participants predicted future interactions
with their relational partner might go, participants were asked
to consider, based on their response to the person’s request
to engage in an activity, how they anticipated their future
interactions with the person would be. This question was
developed by the authors. The question utilized 10 items on a 7-
point semantic differential scale. Examples of options included,
positive vs. negative, satisfying vs. unsatisfying, more sad vs.
happier, and closer vs. more distant. Some items were reverse-
coded so that a higher score reflected a negative impact on future
interactions, Reliabilities ranged from α = 0.95–0.97 across the
nine scenarios,M = 2.05, SD= 1.12.

Covariates
When conducting hypothesis tests the authors controlled for a
variety of factors, including age, sex, the percentage of time one
reported wearing a mask, risk perception accuracy, risk aversion,
perceived stress, and closeness between the participant and the
individual extending the invitation.

Risk accuracy was determined by presenting participants
with a list of common activities found on the Texas Medical
Association’s risk assessment scale provided on the TexasMedical
Association website, 2020. The authors selected this list because it
was compiled by medical experts and was widely publicized and
cited by several popular news sources in the summer of 2020. It
ranks 37 different activities on a scale from 1 to 10, 1 being the
least risky and 10 being the most. Examples of activities ranked
on the list include playing tennis, shopping in a mall, and going
to a bar. Participants were randomly presented with 20 of the 37
activities, told medical authorities had ranked each activity on a
scale of 1–10 based on how risky each activity was, andwere asked
to rank each of the 20 activities on a 1–10 risk scale themselves.
Risk accuracy was then determined by calculating an absolute
value of the differential between each person’s rankings and the
rankings of the Texas Medical Association, which ranged from
15 to 99, M = 39.28, SD = 13.65. For this item, scores closest to
zero would be considered more accurate.

Risk aversion was measured using the General Risk Aversion
scale byMandrik and Bao (2005). This scale presents participants
with six statements on a 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly
Agree) Likert scale, asking them to indicate howmuch they agree
or disagree with each statement. Example statements include, “I
do not feel comfortable taking chances” and “Before I make a
decision, I like to be absolutely sure how things will turn out.”
One item was dropped from the scale due to poor reliability, after
the item was dropped, α = 0.75,M = 3.34, SD= 1.00.

Perceived stress was measured using Cohen et al.’s (1983)
Perceived Stress scale. This scale presents participants with four
statements on a 0 (Never) to 4 (Very Often) Likert scale, asking
them to indicate how often they have felt or thought in a certain
way. Example statements include, “In the last month, how often
have you felt that things were going your way?” and “In the last
month, how often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high
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that you could not overcome them?” Higher numbers on this
scale meant more stress, α = 0.72,M = 2.48, SD= 0.53.

Relational closeness was measured using Aron et al.’s (1992)
Inclusion of Other in the Self scale. This scale uses Venn diagrams
to help participants visualize closeness in their relationships. In
the diagram, one circle represents the participant and the other
circle represents their relational partner. The participants are
presented with seven different Venn diagrams, with different
amounts of overlap between the circles in each one. The
circles go from 1 (Not Touching) to 7 (Almost Completely
Overlapping). Participants were asked to indicate which diagram
best represented their relationship with the person they
associated with each vignette,M = 5.08, SD= 1.76.

RESULTS

All hypotheses and research questions were tested with a
MANCOVA that examined the independent variables of level of
risk (low, moderate, high), type of relationship (family, friend,
romantic partner), and location of participant (the red state of
Oklahoma, the blue state of California, and the purple state of
Ohio, as designated in terms of typical political leanings of the
state’s populations). Significant covariates included participant
age, Wilks’ λ = 0.96, F(5, 814) = 6.53, p < 0.001, partial η2

= 0.04;
sex, Wilks’ λ = 0.98, F(5, 814) = 2.88, p = 0.01, partial η2

= 0.02;
percent of time they reported wearing a mask, Wilks’ λ = 0.94,
F(5, 814) = 11.17, p <0.001, partial η2

= 0.06; their general risk
aversion, Wilks’ λ = 0.94, F(5, 814) = 11.32, p < 0.001, partial
η2

= 0.07; their relational closeness with the individual about
whom they were reporting, Wilks’ λ = 0.78, F(5, 814) = 45.12, p <

0.001, partial η2
= 0.22; their accuracy in assessing the riskiness

of the activity presented in the scenario, Wilks’ λ = 0.98, F(5, 814)
= 3.46, p < 0.01, partial η2

= 0.02; and their perceived stress
levels in the last month, Wilks’ λ= 0.99, F(5, 814) = 2.28, p< 0.05,
partial η2

= 0.01.
The multivariate test of the MANCOVA showed a significant

main effect for the riskiness of the scenario, Wilks’ λ = 0.75,
F(10, 1,628) = 25.65, p < 0.001, partial η2

= 0.14. Significant
univariate effects for riskiness of scenario included comfort with
the proposed activity, F(2, 818) = 127.91, p < 0.001, partial η2

=

0.24; likelihood of attending proposed activity, F(2, 818) = 94.21, p
< 0.001, partial η2

= 0.19; and deception level in response to the
request, F(2, 818) = 6.77, p = 0.001, partial η2

= 0.02. See Table 1
for means and standard deviations for each riskiness condition
(low, moderate, high).

The multivariate test also showed a significant main effect for
the type of relationship about which they were asked to report,
Wilks’ λ = 0.96, F(10, 1,628) = 3.00, p = 0.001, partial η2

= 0.02.
Significant univariate effects for type of relationship included
comfort with the proposed activity, F(2, 818) = 4.95, p = 0.007,
partial η2

= 0.01; and likelihood of attending proposed activity,
F(2, 818) = 4.83, p = 0.008, partial η2

= 0.01. See Table 2 for
means and standard deviations for each relationship type (friend,
romantic partner, family member).

The multivariate test showed a significant main effect for the
location of data collection, Wilks’ λ = 0.95, F(10, 1,628) = 4.25,

TABLE 1 | Means and standard deviations by riskiness of scenario.

Low risk Moderate risk High risk

Comfort 5.14a (1.34) 3.15b (2.12) 2.99b (2.17)

Attend? 4.99a (1.57) 3.25b (2.26) 3.09b (2.25)

Future interaction 2.18a (1.18) 2.02a (1.16) 2.16a (1.14)

Deception level 1.76a (0.99) 1.55b (0.94) 1.43b (0.81)

Within each row, means with different subscripts are significantly different from each other

at α = 0.05. A higher score on comfort corresponds to greater comfort with the activity. A

higher score on attend signifies a higher likelihood of attending an event. A higher score on

future interaction corresponds to a more negative impact on future interactions. A higher

score on deception level indicated greater levels of deception.

TABLE 2 | Means and standard deviations by relationship type.

Friend Romantic partner Family member

Comfort 3.55a (2.08) 3.63b (2.25) 3.94b (2.13)

Attend? 3.46a (2.19) 3.81b (2.31) 3.92b (2.19)

Future interaction 2.16a (1.15) 2.03a (1.14) 2.15a (1.19)

Deception level 1.69a (1.01) 1.52a (0.84) 1.61a (0.93)

Within each row, means with different subscripts are significantly different from each other

at α = 0.05. A higher score on comfort corresponds to greater comfort with the activity. A

higher score on attend signifies a higher likelihood of attending an event. A higher score on

future interaction corresponds to a more negative impact on future interactions. A higher

score on deception level indicated greater levels of deception.

TABLE 3 | Means and standard deviations by location of data collection.

California Oklahoma Ohio

Comfort 3.04a (2.16) 4.17b (1.99) 3.60c (2.27)

Attend? 2.96a (2.29) 4.24b (2.01) 3.66c (2.33)

Future interaction 2.37a (1.20) 1.91b (0.98) 2.23a (1.40)

Deception level 1.55a (0.91) 1.59a (0.93) 1.59a (0.91)

Within each row, means with different subscripts are significantly different from each other

at α = 0.05. A higher score on comfort corresponds to greater comfort with the activity. A

higher score on attend signifies a higher likelihood of attending an event. A higher score on

future interaction corresponds to a more negative impact on future interactions. A higher

score on deception level indicated greater levels of deception.

p < 0.001, partial η2
= 0.03. Significant univariate effects for

location included comfort with the proposed activity, F(2, 818)
= 10.79, p < 0.001, partial η2

= 0.03; likelihood of attending
proposed activity, F(2, 818) = 15.31, p < 0.001, partial η2

= 0.04;
and predicted positivity of future interaction with the individual
requesting, F(2, 818) = 5.91, p = 0.003, partial η2

= 0.01. See
Table 3 for means and standard deviations for each location of
data collection (California, Oklahoma, Ohio).

In addition, the multivariate test showed that the interaction
between relationship type and riskiness of scenario was
significant, Wilks’ λ = 0.90, F(20, 2,701) = 4.24, p < 0.001,
partial η2

= 0.03. Significant univariate effects for the interaction
between relationship type and riskiness of scenario included
comfort with the proposed activity, F(4, 818) = 8.98, p < 0.001,
partial η2

= 0.04; and likelihood of attending proposed activity,
F(4, 818) = 14.99, p < 0.001, partial η2

= 0.07. The multivariate
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test also showed a significant interaction between location and
riskiness of scenario, Wilks’ λ = 0.96, F(20, 2,701) = 1.88, p= 0.01,
partial η2

= 0.01. Significant univariate effects included comfort
with the proposed activity, F(4, 818) = 3.78, p = 0.005, partial η2

= 0.02; likelihood of attending proposed activity, F(4, 818) = 3.40,
p = 0.009, partial η2

= 0.02; and predicted positivity of future
interaction with the individual requesting, F(4, 818) = 3.13, p =

0.01, partial η2
= 0.02.

Finally, the three-way interaction between riskiness of
scenario, relationship type, and location was also significant for
the multivariate test, Wilks’ λ = 0.93, F(40, 3,551) = 1.44, p= 0.04,
partial η2

= 0.01. Significant univariate tests included predicted
positivity of future interaction, F(8, 818) = 3.09, p = 0.002, partial
η2

= 0.03.
Now, each hypothesis test and research question will be

discussed along with the relevant results from above. Hypothesis
one claimed that risk level and location would interact to
influence comfort level and likelihood of attending the event
illustrated in the vignette. The interaction between risk level and
location on comfort was significant, F(4, 818) = 3.78, p < 0.01,
partial η2

= 0.02 (see Figure 1). In addition, the interaction
between risk level and location on likelihood of attending an
event was also significant, F(4, 818) = 3.40, p < 0.01, partial η2

=

0.02 (see Figure 2). Thus, hypothesis one was supported.
Research question one asked if there were interactions

between the variables risk level, location of data collection, and
type of relationship presented in the vignette to predict likelihood
of attending a particular event during the pandemic. Relationship
type and risk level interacted to predict likelihood of attending
the event presented in the vignette, F(4, 818) = 14.99, p < 0.001,
partial η2

= 0.07 (see Figure 3). No other interactions including
relationship type significantly predicted likelihood of attending.

Hypothesis two claimed that relationship type and risk level
would interact to predict the truthfulness of the excuse provided
when declining an invitation to an event during the COVID-
19 pandemic. The interaction between relationship type and risk
level did not significantly predict truthfulness, F(4, 818) = 2.18, p=
0.07, partial η2

= 0.01. Thus, hypothesis two was not supported.
Hypothesis three asked whether risk level and location

interacted to predict future relationship implications. Risk level
and location interacted to significantly predict future relational
implications, F(2, 818) = 3.13, p = 0.01, partial η2

= 0.02 (see
Figure 4), supporting hypothesis three. Additionally, research
question two asked whether risk level, location of data collection,
and relationship type interacted to predict the perceived impacts
of invitation refusals on the future of the relationship about
which the participant was reporting. This predicted three-way
interaction was significant, F(8, 818) = 3.09, p= 0.002, partial η2

=

0.03 (see Figure 5). In fact, the three-way interaction between risk
level, location of data collection, and relationship type superseded
the interaction between risk level and location predicted by
hypothesis three.

DISCUSSION

Conversations surrounding risk and comfort attending events
during the COVID-19 pandemic have caused dilemmas for
individuals’ interpersonal relationships, particularly when

people’s perceptions of risk and comfort differ from their loved
ones and situations arise when discussing those differences may
be necessary (Chapin, 2020; Ellison, 2020). This study used the
RRM framework to examine factors that might predict how
individuals feel about attending events during the pandemic,
how these factors might predict the disclosure strategies
people use when refusing an invitation to an event, and the
relational implications such refusals might have for people’s
interpersonal relationships.

The first step in applying the RRM to event invitation refusals
is to identify factors that might put people in a situation where
they need to refuse an invitation. To do this we sought to
identify how both situational and relational factors influenced
one’s comfort level attending an event, as well as their likelihood
of attending said event. Two situational factors we posited might
predict individuals’ feelings and behavior related to an invitation
to attend events during the COVID-19 pandemic included the
health risk associated with the event and the location where the
person lived. Given the importance of accurately understanding
risk to discouraging risky behavior (Turner et al., 2011), medical
and health personnel have provided the public with assessments
of how risky certain behaviors are during the pandemic (Moitke,
2020). Unfortunately, even with this widespread information
perceptions of risk still differ across the country and seem to
be influenced by the political ideology of the state’s leaders.
For example, researchers have found differences in steps taken
by states to manage the pandemic are influenced by political
partisanship (Makridis and Rothwell, 2020), and Hardy (2020)
found those who identified as right-wing were less likely to
believe it was necessary to engage in recommended hygiene
practices. Additionally, Ye (2021) and Adolph et al. (2021) found
differences by county and state in vaccination rates and the lifting
of stay-at-home orders.

The results of hypothesis one and research question one found
that risk level and location did significantly interact to predict
comfort levels with events during the pandemic. Specifically,
while everyone reported being more comfortable with low-risk
activities than moderate or high-risk activities, individuals in
California, a blue state, reported lower levels of comfort from the
high-risk activities than those from other locations, particularly
Oklahoma. Risk level and location also interacted to predict one’s
likelihood of attending an activity they’ve been invited to. Again,
individuals from all locations showed a clear pattern of a higher
likelihood of attending the event in the low-risk activity scenario
and reported a lower likelihood in the moderate or high-risk
scenario. However, when location was taken into consideration
people from Ohio and California reported being less likely to
attend the event in the high-risk condition than people from the
red state of Oklahoma.

California has maintained strict guidelines throughout the
pandemic, particularly when compared to the guidelines in
Oklahoma and Ohio. For example, as of November 2020 (shortly
after data for this study was collected) California still had a
statewide stay at home order and a ban on gatherings, while
Oklahoma lifted both its ban and stay at home order and Ohio
lifted its stay-at-home order and only maintained its ban on
large gatherings (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2020). Additionally,
Grossman et al. (2020) found those in democratic-leaning areas
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FIGURE 1 | Interaction of risk level and location of data collection to predict comfort attending an event during the COVID-19 pandemic.

FIGURE 2 | Interaction of risk level and location of data collection to predict reported likelihood of attending an event during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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FIGURE 3 | Interaction of relationship type and risk level to predict reported likelihood of attending an event during the COVID-19 pandemic.

FIGURE 4 | Interaction of risk level and location of data collection to predict reported perceived future relationship implications of an event invitation refusal during the

COVID-19 pandemic.
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FIGURE 5 | (A–C) Three-way interaction between risk level, type of relationship, and location of data collection to predict reported perceived future relationship

implications of an event invitation refusal during the COVID-19 pandemic.

are more likely to be influenced by government safety regulations
than those from republican-leaning areas, and the results of this
study lend further support to their conclusion.

Relationship of the individual offering the invitation also
predicted one’s likelihood of attending an event. In general,
people were less likely to attend an event when asked by a
friend than when asked by a romantic partner or family member.
However, this relationship was altered when COVID risk level
and relationship were considered in tandem. Specifically, when
the activity in question was high-risk, people were more likely to
attend said activity when asked by a friend rather than a family
member or romantic partner. In the context of event refusals,
this means when someone is invited to a high-risk event, they are
more likely to find themselves in a situation where they need to
provide a refusal when they are invited to that event by a romantic
partner or family member than when invited by a friend.
Whillans et al. (2020) found when people were invited to an event
that made them uncomfortable, they were more likely to accept
an invitation from a friend than they were to accept one from
a family member or coworker; the results of this study support
Whillans et al.’s (2020) conclusions.

There are a few reasons why people would be more likely
to attend a risky event when asked by a friend than when
asked by their family or romantic partner. First, in Whillans
et al.’s (2020) study they found people were more likely to
attend high-risk events when asked by a friend because they
felt like their friends were less likely to get infected, thus
making event attendance seem safer. Perhaps our participants
also felt this way. Second, it is possible people spent most of
their time with their friends and therefore felt safer spending
time with them than they did with others. For example, in
order to help people manage the loneliness that many reported
experiencing as a result of quarantining at home, public health
experts started suggesting people create “coronavirus bubbles,”
or small groups of people that interact with one another safely
(Brueck, 2020). Therefore, these results could be reflective of
the bubbles people have created in their lives. Overall, these
results suggest that concerns about health risks associated with
events, not just for oneself but also for others in attendance, are
important and play a role in people’s decisions to attend or refuse
an invitation.

Importantly, in the context of the RRM, identifying
the factors that influence comfort with and likelihood of
attending an event during a global pandemic is important

because these factors influence whether someone would be
in a situation where a refusal would even be necessary.
Without this first step, it is impossible for researchers to
then consider how these factors influence the likelihood of
disclosing a refusal, the strategies used to disclose the refusal,
or the relational implications of a refusal. While the three
factors examined here are likely not the only relevant ones,
this study provides a glimpse into the thought processes
people engage in when faced with an event invitation during
this time.

The next step in applying the RRM to event invitation refusals
was to determine what kind of disclosure strategies people engage
in when they do refuse an invitation. Previous research has found
refusals can be either direct or indirect, with indirect strategies
being more common as they are viewed as polite and face-saving
(Tanck, 2002), and we examined this process by considering how
truthful people would be when providing an excuse for their
refusal. Truthful refusals were considered direct, while untruthful
refusals were considered indirect. Although reports of deception
were low in general (M = 1.56 on a 1–7 scale), only riskiness of
scenario predicted deception level, with people being more likely
to report lying about their refusal in the low-risk condition, and
people reporting higher levels of truthfulness in the moderate
and high-risk conditions. An examination of additional open-
ended data where participants provided the excuse they would
give someone when refusing an invitation shows when people
lied about their excuse for not attending low-risk events they
were likely to say things that suggested they were too busy. For
example, when turning down an invitation to go on a walk with
a romantic partner one person indicated they would say, “Hey
I’m busy with school right now.” Additionally, when declining
an invitation from a sibling to go to a grocery store where masks
were required and social distancing was monitored, one person
indicated they would say, “I have a paper due and I’m so far
behind on it.” Lastly, when declining an invitation to go play
tennis with a friend, one person indicated they would say, “I
would most likely say I am busy and have other plans going
on.” Although the authors did not conduct a formal analysis of
this open-ended data, it seems as if when people lie, they try to
provide an excuse that will limit pushback from their relational
partner by suggesting they have other things going on at the time
of the event.

Given the importance of saving face when providing a refusal
(Tanck, 2002), it makes sense that people would lie in these
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circumstances. The relatively “safe” nature of attending low-risk
events means a refusal to an invitation to these events would
be more unexpected. Therefore, when people do refuse they
are more likely to be concerned about upsetting their relational
partner and a lie could be considered one way to honor their
own comforts while also limiting the likelihood the invitee will
get upset. For example, people are less likely to complain and
argue with you if you say you do not have time than if you
say you are not comfortable going for a walk. Comparatively,
in moderate and high-risk situations, people are more likely to
be honest because they probably expect their relational partner
to understand their concern. Additionally, these results might
reflect the connection between sense of responsibility, blame, and
appeasement. For example, Knight (2018) found when people
did not feel like they have done anything wrong, but want to
avoid blame they communicate in ways that appease a relational
partner. Perhaps lying about a reason for not attending a low-risk
event is one way people try to appease their relational partners
and therefore avoid guilt and blame.

The likelihood people would tell the truth when refusing
an invitation to a moderate or high-risk event supports the
conclusions of Keating et al. (2013), who found when the
circumstances are critical (in this case a moderate or high-risk
situation) people are more likely to engage in conversations with
a relational partner, even if the topic of conversation is one
they might rather avoid. Whillans et al. (2020) found that the
main motivator for talking to one’s relational partner about their
concerns associated with attending events during the COVID-19
pandemic was the risk the event posed, and the results of this
study support Whillans et al.’s (2020) conclusions and show that
risk concerns outweigh the concerns people might have about
being open and honest with their loved ones. If this is related
back to the RRM, the perceived risk to others seems to be what
motivates people to be truthful, above and beyond the concerns
they might have about how they are perceived by their relational
partner and/or how their relationship with that person might
be impacted.

Finally, in order to account for the importance of relationships
in the RRM, we posited that one’s event invitation refusal
during the age of social distancing might relate to implications
for the relationship between the participant and the person
extending the invitation. To examine how relationships are
impacted by refusals, we tested how our three factors worked
together to predict perceptions of future relationship outcomes.
Although we predicted that individuals from the red state
of Oklahoma might report more negative implications for
future interactions, Oklahomans actually reported significantly
fewer negative implications for future interactions than people
from California or Ohio. This finding reflects the results from
hypothesis one that one’s location influences perceptions of risk.
Out of everyone in this study, participants from Oklahoma
reported the most comfort attending high-risk events and were
most likely to report being likely to attend a high-risk event.
These findings suggest those from Oklahoma viewed COVID-
19 as less risky than those from other locations, and therefore
were less likely to find themselves in a situation where they would
have to refuse an invitation to an event in the first place. If they

were less likely to refuse an invitation it is also unlikely they
would be concerned about conflict or a negative reaction from
their relational partner, so it makes sense that many people from
Oklahoma reported perceiving positive future interactions with
their relational partners.

A three-way interaction (illustrated in Figure 5) found that
location and relationship type predicted negative implications
for future interactions differently for the three locations. People
from Ohio predicted the fewest negative implications with
friends in the low-risk condition, while people from Oklahoma
predicted the fewest with friends in the moderate-risk condition.
Californians, on the other hand, reported the fewest negative
implications for family members in high-risk conditions, perhaps
suggesting that family members in this blue state might have
more similar perceptions in the high-risk condition than the
other locations, resulting in less negative implications for refusing
an invitation to such an event. However, conclusions regarding
this interaction are very speculative and need to be replicated by
future research.

Theoretical and Practical Implications
The results of this study have both theoretical and practical
implications. First, the RRM was developed to examine secret
disclosure specifically. This study suggests the basic framework
of themodel can be utilized to examine communication processes
in other contexts, specifically when refusing an event invitation.
Secret disclosure is a stressful process because it requires people
to weigh the pros and cons of letting others in on private
information. As Afifi and Steuber (2009) describe, both the
decision to disclose and the decision to withhold secrets comes
with risk so in order to determine what to do, people consider
all of the risks involved. While event invitations are certainly
different, this study suggests people do weigh the risks associated
with being open and honest about their refusals, with risks
about the health and safety of others seemingly being the main
motivator. Importantly, this study did not formally test the
RRM model and instead applied the basic ideas of the model
to the event refusal context. Therefore, in order to add to our
theoretical understanding, future researchers interested in this
line of scholarship could utilize the list of relevant factors and
refusal techniques uncovered here to develop and test a RRM
model for refusals specifically.

In terms of practical implications, research suggests being
direct and honest when discussing COVID-19 concerns is the
best approach for people to use (Whillans et al., 2020), and
the results from this study shed some light on situations where
people might be more hesitant to be honest. Practitioners, and
even journalists, could use this information to help ease people’s
anxieties about having conversations about COVID-19 related
risk and help encourage them to be honest even in low-risk
situations. Additionally, it is important to note thatWhillans et al.
(2020) found people reported feeling closer to their loved ones
after discussing their concerns about risk during the pandemic,
so even if people are concerned about their relational partner’s
response, research suggests their worries might be unfounded.
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Future Directions
Beyond the suggestions mentioned above, future researchers
should continue to examine how high-stakes, critical situations
influence the likelihood of refusing an event invitation, as
well as strategies used to communicate the refusal to close
others. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, as vaccines
become more readily available in the United States it would
be interesting to examine how concerns about vaccinations
add an additional layer to conversations surrounding event
invitations. For example, when considering whether to accept an
invitation to an event in addition to considering the riskiness
of the event itself, people might now consider whether those
in attendance will be vaccinated. This additional concern could
add another layer of frustration or concern, particularly for
those whose opinions about vaccines differ from the invitee. It
would also be interesting to examine the influence of conflict
on how people refuse invitations to events in more detail.
In this study the authors argued that fear of conflict and
negative reactions from one’s partner would encourage people
to lie about their reasoning for turning down an invitation
and were able to gauge those fears by measuring perceptions
of future interactions, but asking people about their fears of
conflict directly might provide more insight. More generally,
future researchers should continue to try to determine what
kinds of contexts are considered critical and necessary, and
therefore more likely to encourage people to be direct and
honest in their refusals rather than indirect. Research on refusals
suggests they are more likely to be indirect in order to save
face, but this research suggests this might not be the case in
some contexts.

Limitations
This study is not without its limitations. First, in this
study the authors utilized location as a proxy for political
ideology, and future research should ask participants about
their political beliefs directly. Although research supports the
idea that location is indeed related to one’s political beliefs,
of course republicans live in blue states and democrats live
in red states. Therefore, measuring for each participant’s
political beliefs would have provided a more specific and
nuanced understanding of how political partisanship influences
individual perceptions, as well as their political activity and
voting regularity. Additionally, these data were collected from
college students, which is not representative of all individuals
across the country. Participants were also mostly female, and
mostly identified as white. Future researchers should replicate
this research in more diverse samples to see if the results
are supported. Lastly, this research is based on responses to
imagined vignettes, not actual situations that have taken place
in people’s lives. Therefore, we cannot assume the answers
provided in this study perfectly reflect what happens in real
life, although given the fact that the data were collected
during the pandemic and during the time participants might
have had to turn down invitations in real life, those real-life
experiences could have influenced how they responded to the
vignette scenarios.

CONCLUSION

Overall, this study utilized the basic RRM framework to examine
the role of risk level, one’s location within the United States,
and relationship type on one’s experience with event invitation
refusals during the COVID-19 pandemic. Results suggest that all
three factors influence one’s likelihood of attending an event and
perceptions one has of future interactions with their relational
partners, while the health risk posed by the event was the most
important factor in determining whether someone would be
honest or lie when refusing an invitation. The results highlight
the influence of perception on the disclosure of refusals and show
how important people believe it is to be direct and honest when
refusing invitations to high-risk situations. As such, by utilizing
the RRM, this study has added to knowledge of the importance
of openness and honesty and has expanded our understanding of
the refusal process to see how issues such as risk and relationship
characteristics influence conversations during a hopefully once in
a lifetime pandemic event.
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