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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of the Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) approach on mate retention strategies among women
with remarriage experience. This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—
posttest design with a control group. The statistical population consisted of women
with remarriage experience who had referred to counseling centers in Gonbad-e
Kavus during the first half of 2023 due to marital problems in their second marriage.
Twenty-four participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly
assigned to experimental and control groups (n=12 per group). Data were collected
using the Mate Retention Inventory—Short Form (MRI-SF). The experimental group
participated in eight weekly 90-minute ACT sessions, whereas the control group
received no intervention. Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of
covariance (MANCOVA). Multivariate analysis revealed a significant overall
difference between the experimental and control groups on the dependent variables
(Wilks” Lambda, F=34.08, p<0.001). After controlling for pretest scores, ANCOVA
results demonstrated a significant increase in the Provision of Benefits dimension
among participants receiving ACT (F=38.83, p<0.001, 1?>=0.519). Furthermore, a
significant reduction was observed in the Cost Infliction dimension (F=54.04,
p<0.001, 1?=0.600). The effect sizes indicated that a substantial proportion of
variance in mate retention strategies was attributable to the intervention. The findings
suggest that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy effectively improves mate
retention strategies in women with remarriage experience by enhancing benefit-
provision behaviors and reducing cost-inflicting behaviors. Through promoting
psychological flexibility, acceptance of internal experiences, and value-based
committed action, ACT contributes to healthier marital interactions and greater
stability in remarital relationships.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Mate Retention Strategies,
Provision of Benefits, Cost Infliction, Remarriage.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marriage is one of the most important social institutions and plays a critical role in individual well-being,
family stability, and social cohesion. Nevertheless, a substantial proportion of marriages end in separation and
divorce due to various interpersonal, psychological, and contextual factors (Raley & Sweeney, 2020; Seifi
Ghozlu et al., 2000). Following divorce, many individuals seek remarriage as a means of rebuilding emotional
security, social support, and life satisfaction. Research has shown that remarriage may contribute positively to
physical and psychological health and can improve overall quality of life (Hu & To, 2018; Li et al., 2023).
However, remarriage is not merely a continuation of marital life; rather, it represents a unique relational context
characterized by distinct challenges and vulnerabilities.

Individuals entering a second marriage often carry unresolved emotional experiences from previous
relationships, including fear of abandonment, distrust, emotional wounds, and concerns about repeating past
failures. Moreover, remarried couples frequently face additional complexities such as stepfamily dynamics,
parenting responsibilities, and adaptation to new family structures (Balachandran & Jean Yeung, 2020; Bean
et al., 2021). These challenges contribute to the higher instability of remarriages compared with first marriages,
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a pattern documented across different cultural settings (Iran Welfare, 2017; Russell, 2019; Zahl-Olsen et al.,
2019).

Women with remarriage experience are particularly vulnerable to relational stressors. Qualitative studies
indicate that remarried women often struggle with emotional insecurity, social stigma, fear of another marital
failure, and difficulties in establishing trust within the new relationship (Balali & Ramezani, 2023; Emami et
al., 2022; Nguyen & Pawle, 2021). Consequently, understanding factors that promote marital stability and
relationship maintenance among this population is of considerable practical and theoretical importance.

One construct that has received increasing attention in relationship research is mate retention strategies. From
an evolutionary perspective, mate retention refers to behavioral tactics used by individuals to preserve romantic
relationships and reduce the likelihood of partner infidelity or relationship dissolution (Buss, 2023). These
strategies encompass a broad range of behaviors, including affectionate acts, emotional support, vigilance,
monitoring, and control behaviors (Albert & Arnocky, 2021). Contemporary research generally categorizes
mate retention strategies into two broad domains: benefit-provision and cost-infliction. Benefit-provision
strategies involve behaviors aimed at increasing a partner’s satisfaction and commitment through affection,
support, and positive relationship experiences. In contrast, cost-infliction strategies involve behaviors intended
to restrict or control the partner through jealousy induction, surveillance, or other coercive tactics (Buss, 2023;
Tratner & McDonald, 2023).

Previous studies have demonstrated that benefit-provision strategies are positively associated with relationship
satisfaction, intimacy, and commitment, whereas cost-infliction strategies are often linked to conflict,
dissatisfaction, and relational instability (Haas & Lannutti, 2022; Naidin, 2022). Research has further
indicated that relationship satisfaction mediates the association between mate retention behaviors and
commitment, highlighting the importance of adaptive relationship maintenance processes (Nascimento et al.,
2022). Similarly, attachment styles appear to influence mate retention behaviors through their effects on
relationship satisfaction (Nascimento & Little, 2022). Studies conducted in Iran have also shown significant
associations between personality characteristics and mate retention behaviors (Atari et al., 2017; Chegeni et
al., 2018). Furthermore, couple maintenance strategies have been found to contribute to marital intimacy and
relational quality (Pahlevani Majdabadi No & Mahmoudpour, 2022).

Given the importance of mate retention strategies in maintaining relationship quality, interventions that
promote adaptive relationship maintenance behaviors deserve attention. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT), one of the third-wave cognitive-behavioral therapies, has emerged as an effective approach for
improving interpersonal functioning and psychological well-being. ACT seeks to enhance psychological
flexibility by helping individuals accept internal experiences, remain present-focused, and engage in behaviors
consistent with personal values (Hayes & King, 2024; Hayes et al., 2011).

The theoretical foundation of ACT suggests that psychological suffering often results from experiential
avoidance and cognitive fusion. Rather than attempting to eliminate unpleasant thoughts and emotions, ACT
encourages individuals to accept these experiences while pursuing meaningful and value-based actions (Dixon
et al., 2023). Through six core processes—acceptance, cognitive defusion, present-moment awareness, self-
as-context, values clarification, and committed action—ACT aims to cultivate adaptive coping and behavioral
flexibility (Hayes & King, 2024; Hayes et al., 2011).

A growing body of evidence supports the effectiveness of ACT in improving marital and family functioning.
Studies have reported positive effects of ACT on marital intimacy, sexual satisfaction, conflict reduction, and
relationship adjustment (Amani et al., 2018; Behbahani & Ghorbanshiroodi, 2020). ACT-based
interventions have also demonstrated effectiveness in reducing marital distress among couples experiencing
significant relational difficulties (Peterson et al., 2009). Moreover, ACT has been shown to enhance family
adjustment and interpersonal functioning in broader family contexts (Brown et al., 2015). Recent findings
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further suggest that ACT-based approaches can improve self-management, resilience, and adaptation to
challenging life circumstances (Jahangiri et al., 2023). Despite these promising findings, little research has
specifically examined the effectiveness of ACT on mate retention strategies among women with remarriage
experience. Therefore, the present study sought to address this gap by investigating whether ACT could
improve mate retention strategies in this population.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design using a pretest—posttest structure with a control group. The
target population consisted of women with remarriage experience who had sought counseling services due to
marital difficulties in their second marriage. Participants were recruited through purposive sampling based on
predefined inclusion criteria. A total of 24 women were selected and randomly assigned to either an
experimental group or a control group, with 12 participants in each group.

Data were collected using the Mate Retention Inventory—Short Form (MRI-SF), which assesses two major
dimensions of mate retention strategies: benefit-provision and cost-infliction. Prior to the intervention, all
participants completed the questionnaire as a pretest measure.

The experimental group participated in an ACT-based intervention consisting of eight weekly sessions, each
lasting approximately 90 minutes. The intervention focused on increasing psychological flexibility through
acceptance, mindfulness, values clarification, cognitive defusion, and committed action exercises. The control
group received no intervention during the study period.

At the completion of the intervention, all participants completed the posttest assessment. Data were analyzed
using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) to examine group differences while controlling for
pretest scores.

Findings

The average age of participants in the experimental group was 38.95 years, while the average age in the control
group was 37.25 years. Participants represented diverse educational backgrounds, ranging from diploma to
postgraduate degrees.

Descriptive statistics indicated that the mean score for benefit-provision increased substantially in the
experimental group from pretest to posttest, whereas little change was observed in the control group.
Conversely, cost-infliction scores decreased noticeably among participants receiving the intervention, while
remaining relatively stable in the control group.

Preliminary analyses confirmed that assumptions required for multivariate analysis were met. Tests of
normality revealed no significant deviations from normal distribution, and Levene’s tests supported
homogeneity of variance across groups.

Multivariate analysis demonstrated a statistically significant overall difference between the experimental and
control groups on the combined dependent variables. Wilks’ Lambda indicated a significant multivariate effect,
F =34.08, p <.001, with a large effect size.

Subsequent univariate analyses revealed significant intervention effects on both dimensions of mate retention
strategies. For benefit-provision, the analysis of covariance showed a significant group effect, F = 38.83, p <
.001, with a partial eta squared of .519. For cost-infliction, a significant group effect was also observed, F =
54.04, p < .001, with a partial eta squared of .600. These findings indicate that the intervention substantially
increased adaptive relationship-maintenance behaviors while simultaneously reducing maladaptive and
controlling behaviors.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy significantly
improved mate retention strategies among women with remarriage experience. Specifically, participants who
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received ACT showed higher levels of benefit-provision behaviors and lower levels of cost-infliction behaviors
compared with participants in the control group.

These results suggest that ACT contributes to healthier relationship maintenance patterns by helping
individuals respond more flexibly to emotional distress and interpersonal challenges. Women entering
remarriage often carry fears, insecurities, and emotional burdens from previous marital experiences. Such
concerns may increase the tendency to engage in controlling or coercive behaviors as a means of protecting
the relationship. By fostering acceptance and psychological flexibility, ACT appears to reduce the need for
defensive and controlling responses while encouraging behaviors that strengthen emotional connection and
mutual support.

The increase in benefit-provision strategies may be attributed to the emphasis ACT places on values
clarification and committed action. When individuals identify core relational values such as intimacy, respect,
trust, and support, they become more motivated to engage in behaviors consistent with those values.
Consequently, they are more likely to express affection, provide emotional support, and actively invest in the
quality of their relationships.

Similarly, the reduction in cost-infliction strategies may reflect improvements in emotional regulation and
acceptance. Participants learned to experience difficult emotions such as jealousy, anxiety, and fear without
immediately reacting to them through controlling behaviors. Cognitive defusion techniques may have enabled
them to distance themselves from threatening thoughts and reduce impulsive reactions toward their partners.
The findings also highlight the relevance of psychological flexibility as a protective factor in remarriage
relationships. The ability to tolerate uncertainty, accept emotional discomfort, and remain committed to valued
relationship goals may be particularly important for individuals navigating the complexities of remarriage.
Through enhancing these capacities, ACT appears capable of promoting relationship stability and
strengthening adaptive patterns of partner maintenance.

Overall, the results indicate that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is an effective intervention for
improving mate retention strategies among women with remarriage experience. By increasing adaptive benefit-
provision behaviors and reducing maladaptive cost-infliction behaviors, ACT can contribute to healthier
marital interactions, greater relationship satisfaction, and enhanced stability in remarital relationships. These
findings support the integration of ACT-based interventions into counseling and therapeutic programs
designed for remarried women and couples experiencing relational challenges.
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