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Abstract
This study investigated whether relationship satisfaction mediates the association between own and perceived partner mate-
retention strategies and commitment. One hundred and fifty individuals (Mage = 23.87, SDage = 7.28; 78.7% women) in a
committed relationship participated in this study. We found an association between perceived partner mate-retention strategies
and commitment and that relationship satisfaction mediated this link. Similarly, we found that relationship satisfaction also
mediated the association between individuals’ own cost-inflicting strategies and commitment. Specifically, perceived partner
benefit-provisioning strategies are positively associated with commitment through increased relationship satisfaction and, con-
versely, both perceived partner and own cost-inflicting strategies are negatively associated with commitment through decreased
relationship satisfaction. Additionally, we observed that relationship satisfaction moderated the association between perceived
partner cost-inflicting strategies and participants’ own frequency of cost-inflicting strategies. That is, participants’ cost inflicting
strategies are associated with their partner’s cost inflicting strategies, such that this association is stronger among individuals with
higher relationship satisfaction. The current research extends previous findings by demonstrating that the association between
perceived partner and own mate-retention strategies and commitment is mediated by relationship satisfaction. Additionally, we
showed that an individual’s expression of mate retention is associated with their perception of the strategies displayed by their
partner, which also depends on relationship satisfaction.
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Long-term relationships evolved as a solution to solve multi-
ple adaptive problems1 such as acquiring sufficient parental
investment, acquiring different types of investment, and main-
taining female fecundity (i.e. capacity for reproduction;
Salmon 2017). The game-theoretic model (Conroy-Beam
et al. 2015) proposes that long-term relationships can be un-
derstood as public goods games, in which players invest

resources into a shared pool. According to this model, both
partners independently invest their resources in the relation-
ship that returns fitness2 dividends to both. For instance, part-
ners invest in shared pools such as shared financial resources,
shared social networks, and shared offspring. This explains
why individuals put considerable effort into selecting and
attracting a valuable partner, and after having established a
romantic relationship with the loved one, significant effort is
still necessary to ensure that the relationship will endure and
therefore, all the resources invested in the relationship will pay
off.

The mechanisms designed to guard a partner, prevent po-
tential infidelity, and, therefore, make a relationship last are
called mate-retention strategies (Buss 1988). Such behaviours
reflect one’s attempts to restrict and regulate partner sexual
autonomy and are hypothesised to be an adaptive solution
for the problem of intrasexual competition for mates.

2 Fitness is understood as an individual’s ability to survive and reproduce
within an environment (Orr 2009).

1 Adaptive problems are defined as problems faced by a species repeatedly
during its evolutionary history that affected survival and reproduction (Tooby
and Cosmides 2005).

* Bruna Nascimento
nascimento.brunads@gmail.com

1 Department of Life Sciences, Division of Psychology, Brunel
University London, Kingston Lane, Uxbridge, UK

2 Department of Psychology, University of Bath, Bath, UK

Current Psychology (2022) 41:5374–5382
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-020-01045-z

# The Author(s) 2020

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12144-020-01045-z&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2696-9250
mailto:nascimento.brunads@gmail.com


Ancestral men and women who used such strategies were
more reproductively successful because they were better at
avoiding threats from rivals and at preventing partner infidel-
ity (Yong and Li 2018). While there are studies exploring
predictors of mate retention, fewer studies have focused on
the outcomes of such strategies to identify, for example, which
tactics work best to protect a romantic relationship.
Relationship satisfaction and commitment are indicators of
the success of a relationship, and both predict relationship
dissolution (Le et al. 2010). Although it has been hypothesised
that benefit-provisioning strategies operate by enhancing rela-
tionship satisfaction, which, in turn, enhances commitment to
the relationship (Albert and Arnocky 2016; Buss 1988;
Campbell and Ellis 2005), this assumption lacks stronger em-
pirical support. In this regard, because individuals may not be
aware of some of their partner’s mate-retention behaviours,
the individual perception of partner mate retention may be
more determinant to relationship satisfaction and commitment
than the actual mate-retention behaviours displayed by the
partner (see Montoya et al. 2008). Therefore, this study aimed
to explore a potential indirect effect of perceived mate reten-
tion of the partner on commitment through relationship satis-
faction, using an evolutionary perspective. In the following
sections, we discuss potential empirical links between these
variables.

Partner Mate Retention, Relationship
Satisfaction and Commitment

Mate-retention strategies encompass two different broad cat-
egories. The first category operates by inflicting costs on the
partner, such as monopolising the partner’s time and jealousy
induction. These tactics function to reduce partner self-esteem
by making the partner feel unworthy and, therefore, reducing
their probability of leaving the relationship (Albert and
Arnocky 2016). Conversely, benefit-provisioning strategies,
the second broad category of mate-retention tactics, involve
strategies such as display of love and care and own appearance
enhancement, and are hypothesised to increase partner com-
mitment to the relationship (Buss 1988). Factors such as age
and relationship length have been found to be negatively as-
sociated with the display of mate-retention strategies, and men
have been found to engage in such strategies more often than
women (Atari et al. 2017). Regarding the association between
mate retention and commitment, researchers have document-
ed that those individuals who are more committed to their
relationships tend to devote more effort to mate retention
(Buss et al. 2008). Specifically, individuals in more commit-
ted relationships display higher levels of benefit-provisioning
strategies, whereas those in less committed relationships more
often report higher levels of jealousy-evoking tactics, a sub-
type of cost-inflicting strategies (Miguel and Buss 2011).

Similarly, husbands who perceive low commitment in their
wives tend to report higher levels of mate retention (French
et al. 2017). Individuals that perceive their partners to have
higher mate value than themselves, a factor that could relate to
higher commitment, also engage in both benefit-provisioning
and cost-inflicting mate-retention strategies more frequently
(Sela et al. 2017). However, the influence of different types
of mate-retention strategies displayed by the partner on an
individual’s own commitment to the relationship needs further
examination, particularly when it comes to perceived mate-
retention strategies displayed by the partner.

Because previous researchers have argued that benefit-
provisioning mate-retention strategies function to enhance
partner commitment to the relationship (Albert and Arnocky
2016; Barbaro et al. 2015), the association between perceived
partner benefit-provisioning strategies and commitment
should be positive. Indeed, individuals’ perception of their
partners’ relationship maintenance behaviours (e.g., praising
the partner for their achievements, spending time with the
partner) is reported to be positively associated with individ-
uals’ own commitment with the relationship (Ogolsky 2009).
Researchers exploring the related topic of relationship invest-
ment have also demonstrated that individuals who perceive
their partners to have invested more in the relationship report-
ed higher levels of commitment to the relationship (Joel et al.
2013). On the other hand, the association between perception
of a partner’s cost-inflicting strategies and an individual’s
commitment is expected to be negative because such strate-
gies operate bymanipulating or coercing a partner into staying
in the relationship (Conlon 2019).

To better understand the association between partner mate
retention and commitment, it is important to consider the
Investment Model (Rusbult 1983; Rusbult and Van Lange
2003), which is underpinned by interdependence theory
(Kelley and Thibaut 1978), and used to study relationship
satisfaction and commitment. According to this model, indi-
viduals should be more satisfied with their relationships if the
relationship provides high rewards, low costs and exceeds the
individual’s generalised expectation (Rusbult and Farrell
1983). In turn, high relationship satisfaction should enhance
an individual’s commitment to the relationship. In fact, rela-
tionship satisfaction is one of the main predictors of commit-
ment to the relationship (Rhoades et al. 2010). Although rela-
tionship satisfaction and commitment are correlated, they are
two different constructs and influence relationship outcomes
differently. For example, a meta-analysis using data from
37,771 participants in 137 studies over 30 years demonstrated
that commitment is amongst the strongest negative predictors
of relationship dissolution, while relationship satisfaction is a
modest negative predictor of relationship dissolution (Le et al.
2010). Therefore, for a more comprehensive understanding of
relationship stability, it is important to differentiate between
the two constructs.
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Consistent with the investment model, evolutionary psy-
chologists theorise that relationship satisfaction or dissatisfac-
tion is an evolved psychological device that facilitates moni-
toring the overall costs and benefits associated with romantic
relationships (Shackelford and Buss 1997). Indeed, individ-
uals who perceive their partners to use cost-inflicting strate-
gies such as emotional manipulation and jealousy induction
reported lower satisfaction with their relationship
(Shackelford and Buss 2000). Similarly, Dandurand and
Lafontaine (2014) demonstrated that an individual’s percep-
tion of their partner’s cognitive jealousy (worries about part-
ner infidelity) predicted couple relationship satisfaction nega-
tively. However, an individual’s perception of their partner’s
expression of emotional jealousy (emotional reactions to po-
tential threats) positively affected relationship satisfaction, po-
tentially because participants understood the partner’s emo-
tional jealousy as an expression of their investment in the
relationship. Thus, relationship satisfaction would influence
commitment to the relationship. Following the investment
model, we propose that the association between partner
mate-retention strategies and commitment is mediated by re-
lationship satisfaction. In fact, a study with interracial married
couples demonstrated that relationship satisfaction mediates
the association between relationship maintenance communi-
cation (e.g., giving advice, use of social networks) and com-
mitment (Dainton 2015). Although this study examined main-
tenance communication rather than mate-retention strategies,
it showed certain behaviours performed by the partner such as
infidelity, for example, influence relationship satisfaction neg-
atively, reducing commitment to the relationship.

If on one hand, perceived partner mate-retention efforts are
associated with an individual’s relationship satisfaction and
commitment, on the other hand, perceived partner mate reten-
tion may also influence the individual’s own mate-retention
strategies. This is because romantic partners tend to recipro-
cate both positive and negative affects and behaviours, includ-
ing care, respect, and hostility (Gaines 1996; Gleason et al.
2003). Indeed, individuals’ use of mate retention is strongly
associated with their partners’ displays of mate retention, such
that individuals tend to reciprocate both cost-inflicting and
benefit-provisioning strategies (Shackelford et al. 2005;
Welling et al. 2012). The principle of homogamy (positive
assortative mating; see Valentova et al. 2017) suggests that
individuals tend to mate with partners that are similar to them-
selves in several attributes from perceived attractiveness
(Little et al. 2006) to personality traits (Kardum et al. 2017).
Thus, homogamy is also likely to explain a similar use of
mate-retention strategies between partners.

However, the association between romantic partners’ use
of mate-retention strategies may vary according to the level of
relationship satisfaction. Relationship satisfaction works as an
important mechanism for the performance of individuals’ own
mate-retention strategies (Conroy-Beam et al. 2015) because,

although mate-retention strategies provide many benefits,
such as preventing infidelity and preserving a relationship,
some costs are also associated with the performance of mate
retention (Danel et al. 2017). Tactics such as monopolising
partner time and buying gifts require time, effort, and financial
resources. Therefore, individuals need strategies to monitor
whether their partner is worth such investment by assessing
relationship quality (Shackelford and Buss 1997). As such,
low relationship satisfaction would motivate individuals to
end their relationship by reducing commitment, whereas high
relationship satisfaction would motivate individuals to engage
in behaviours to preserve the partnership (Conroy-Beam et al.
2015). We expect that individuals who are more satisfied with
their relationships would increase mate retention efforts rather
than merely reciprocating their partners’ mate-retention tac-
tics. Thus, a secondary aim of this study is to explore whether
relationship satisfaction also affects the association between
perceived partner mate retention and an individual’s own
mate-retention strategies.

The Present Study

The primary function of mate-retention strategies is to pre-
serve a romantic relationship by preventing partner infidelity
(Buss 1988). Whilst cost-inflicting strategies may help to pre-
vent potential infidelity, they also pose a risk to the relation-
ship as they may decrease partner commitment to the relation-
ship, whereas benefit-provisioning strategies seem to increase
partner commitment (Albert and Arnocky 2016; Barbaro et al.
2015). Relationship satisfaction is also associated with partner
mate-retention strategies (Shackelford and Buss 2000).
Because individuals track the costs versus benefits of a long-
term relationship through evolved mechanisms such as rela-
tionship satisfaction (Shackelford and Buss 1997), that, in
turn, influences commitment (Rusbult and Farrell 1983), we
propose that perceived partner mate-retention strategies pre-
dict commitment through relationship satisfaction.
Specifically, we hypothesise that:

Hypothesis 1a. Partner mate retention strategies are asso-
ciated with individual’s commitment to the relationship.
Hypothesis 1b. Relationship satisfaction mediates the as-
sociation between perceived partner mate-retention strat-
egies and commitment.

Additionally, individuals who display higher levels of
benefit-provisioning strategies tend to be more committed to
their relationships, whereas those that more often display cost-
inflicting strategies tend to be less committed to their relation-
ships (Miguel and Buss 2011). Given the previously discussed
functions of relationship satisfaction, we also expect that an
individual’s own mate-retention strategies are associated with
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commitment through relationship satisfaction. Specifically,
we hypothesise that:

Hypothesis 2. Relationship satisfaction mediates the as-
sociation between own mate-retention strategies and
commitment.

Furthermore, individuals reciprocate their partners’ cost-
inflicting and benefit-provisioning mate-retention strategies
(Shackelford et al. 2005; Welling et al. 2012). However, be-
cause greater relationship satisfaction motivates increased in-
vestment in a romantic relationship (Conroy-Beam et al.
2016), we expect this association to vary according to individ-
uals’ relationship satisfaction. Therefore, we examined wheth-
er relationship satisfaction moderates the association between
perceived partner mate-retention strategies and individuals’
own displays of mate retention. Specifically, we hypothesise
that:

Hypothesis 3. Relationship satisfaction moderates the as-
sociation between perceived partner mate-retention strat-
egies and individual mate retention strategies.

Methods

Participants

One hundred and fifty people that were in a heterosexual
committed relationship participated in this study (78.7% were
women), aged between 18 and 50 years old (M = 23.87, SD =
7.28). Most participants were European (47.5%), North
American (35.3%), Asian (11.4%), and South American and
African (5.8%). Most participants were dating (67.3%; mar-
ried = 18.7%; engaged = 8.7%; cohabiting = 5.3%) in a rela-
tionship for at least two months (less than a year = 33.3%;
between 2 and 5 years = 25.3%; between one and two years =
21.3%; over 5 years = 20%).

Materials

Self-Reported and Perceived Mate Retention of the Partner
The Mate Retention Inventory (Short-Form, MRI-SF, Buss
et al. 2008) was used to assess individuals’ own mate-
retention strategies and perceived mate retention of their part-
ners. The MRI-SF is composed of 38 items that were used to
assess two broad mate-retention categories: cost-inflicting
strategies (e.g., snooped through my partner’s personal
belongings; insisted that my partner spend all her/his free time
with me; showed interest in another woman/man to make my
partner angry), and benefit-provisioning strategies (e.g.,
bought my partner an expensive gift; displayed greater

affection for my partner; bragged about my partner to other
men/women). Participants indicated how often they performed
each behaviour within the past year, using a scale varying
from 0 (never) to 3 (often performed this act). Higher scores
on own cost-inflicting (M = 1.55, SD = .37, α = .81) and
benefit-provisioning strategies (M = 2.66, SD = .47, α = .82),
and perceived partner cost-inflicting (M = 1.59, SD = .46,
α = .87) and benefit-provisioning strategies (M = 2.66,
SD = .51, α = .84), reveal higher frequency of mate-retention
strategies.

Couples Satisfaction Index (Funk and Rogge 2007) This in-
strument is composed of 32 items designed to measure satis-
faction in a romantic relationship. Participants indicated to
what extent each of the items represented how they felt in their
relationship (e.g. I still feel a strong connection with my
partner; My relationship with my partner makes me happy).
The statements were answered on a 6-point Likert scale (1 =
not true at all to 6 = completely true), apart from the first one
that is answered on a 7-point Likert scale (0 = extremely un-
happy to 6 = perfect; Please indicate the degree of happiness,
all things considered, of your relationship). Higher scores on
this scale (M = 5.00, SD = .84, α = .95) reveal higher relation-
ship satisfaction.

Commitment to the relationship (Rusbult et al. 1998)
Relationship commitment was assessed using a seven-item
scale. Participants indicated to what extent each of the items
represented how they felt in their relationship (e.g. I want our
relationship to last for a very long time; It is likely that I will
date someone other than my partner within the next year),
using a 7-point Likert scale, varying from 1 = strongly dis-
agree to 7 = strongly agree. Higher scores on this scale (M =
6.14, SD = 1.02, α = .84) reveal higher relationship
satisfaction.

Likelihood to End the Relationship This was measured
through one question (i.e. How likely are you to end your
current relationship?) answered on a 7-point Likert scale
varying from 1 = extremely unlikely to 7 = extremely likely.
Higher scores on this scale (M = 1.77, SD = 1.30) reveal
higher likelihood to end the relationship.

Procedure

Participants were recruited through the Research Participation
Scheme from the Department of Psychology, University of
Bath, social media (e.g. Facebook), and research advertising
websites. The study took place online on Qualtrics.
Participants initially read the participant information sheet,
where all the procedures involved in the study were explained,
and after giving their informed consent to participate, they
completed several self-report questionnaires assessing the
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variables of interest. At the end, participants were redirected to
a debriefing page, where a more detailed description of the
study was provided. All procedures performed in this study
were in accordance with the ethical standards of the psychol-
ogy ethics committee of the University of Bath (ethical ap-
proval code: 17–218).

Results

Initially, we conducted a power analysis using G*Power 3.1
(Faul et al. 2009) to confirm that the current study’s sample
size was appropriate to examine our hypotheses. The analysis
demonstrated that the current study achieved a power of great-
er than .97 for detecting a medium size effect, which is above
the recommended threshold of .80 (Cohen 1992). For com-
pleteness, all correlations between own and perceived partner
mate-retention strategies, relationship satisfaction, commit-
ment, age, sex (coded as 0 =male 1 = female), and relation-
ship length can be found in Table 1. As displayed in Table 1,
confirming Hypothesis 1a, commitment was positively asso-
ciated with perceived partner benefit-provisioning strategies,
but negatively correlatedwith perceived partner cost-inflicting
strategies.

To test Hypothesis 1b, whether relationship satisfaction
mediates the link between perceived partner mate retention
and commitment, we conducted a mediation analysis using
the PROCESS macro (Hayes 2013). Because perceived part-
ner benefit-provisioning strategies and cost-inflicting strate-
gies are associated with relationship satisfaction and commit-
ment differently, we conducted two separate mediation anal-
yses, one for each type of mate retention strategy. Results
from bootstrapping confidence intervals (CIs = 95%, n =
5000), controlling for age, sex and relationship length, re-
vealed that relationship satisfaction mediated the association
between partner benefit-provisioning strategies and commit-
ment. Specifically, higher frequency of perceived partner

benefit-provisioning strategies was positively associated with
relationship satisfaction (b = 0.47, p < .001, 95% CI [.18,
.77]), which was associated with commitment (b = 0.88,
p < .001, 95% CI [.70, 1.06]), but perceived partner benefit-
provisioning strategies did not directly predict commitment
(b = 0.14, p = .31, 95% CI [−.13, .41]), indicating full media-
tion. The overall effect size of this model was small (f2 = 0.09;
Cohen 1992).

Results from bootstrapping confidence intervals (CIs =
95%, n = 5000), controlling for age, sex and relationship
length, also revealed that relationship satisfaction mediated
the association between perceived partner cost-inflicting strat-
egies and commitment. Specifically, higher frequency of per-
ceived partner cost-inflicting strategies was negatively associ-
ated with relationship satisfaction (b = −0.75, p < .001, 95%
CI [−1.00, −.50]), which was positively associated with com-
mitment (b = 0.87, p < .001, 95% CI [.70, 1.04]), but per-
ceived partner cost-inflicting strategies did not directly predict
commitment (b = −0.16, p = .34, 95% CI [−.51, .18]), indicat-
ing full mediation. The overall effect size of this model was
medium (f2 = 0.16; Cohen 1992). Therefore, Hypothesis 1b
was confirmed.

To test Hypothesis 2, whether relationship satisfaction me-
diates the relationship between own mate retention and com-
mitment, we conducted a mediation analysis. Because benefit-
provisioning strategies and cost-inflicting strategies are asso-
ciated with relationship satisfaction and commitment differ-
ently, we conducted two separate mediation analyses, one for
each type of mate retention strategy. Results from
bootstrapping confidence intervals (CIs = 95%, n = 5000),
controlling for age, sex, and relationship length, revealed that
relationship satisfaction mediated the association between
own benefit-provisioning strategies and commitment.
Specifically, higher frequency of benefit-provisioning strate-
gies was positively associated with relationship satisfaction
but did not reach statistical significance (b = 0.32, p = .07,
95% CI [−.02, .65]), which violates one of the conditions for

Table 1 Correlations between commitment, relationship satisfaction, and mate retention

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Perceived partner CI strategies

2. Perceived partner BP strategies .28**

3. Own CI strategies .71** .26*

4. Own BP strategies .33** .61** .45**

5. Relationship Satisfaction −.36** .33** −.25* .21*

6. Commitment −.35** .29** −.15 .18* .73**

7. Likelihood to end the relationship .24** −.26** .11 −.17* −.60** −.70**

8. Age −.17* −.27** −.31** −.26** −.22** −.05 .04

9. Relationship length −.01 −.06 −.06 −.02 −.09 .03 .06 .51*

10. Female −.05 .08 −.03 −.01 −.02 −.03 .06 −.01

CI cost inflicting, BP benefit provisioning; **p < .001; *p < .01
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mediation. In turn, relationship satisfaction was positively as-
sociated with commitment (b = 0.90, p < .000, 95% CI [.73,
1.057), but own benefit-provisioning strategies did not direct-
ly predict commitment (b = 0.08, p = .50, 95% CI [−.17, .35]).
The indirect effect confirmed that relationship satisfaction
does not mediate the association between own benefit provi-
sioning strategies and commitment (95% CI [−.03, .58]),

Results from bootstrapping confidence intervals (CIs =
95%, n = 5000), controlling for age, sex, and relationship
length, revealed that relationship satisfaction mediated the as-
sociation between own cost-inflicting strategies and commit-
ment. Specifically, higher frequency of own cost-inflicting
strategies was negatively associated with relationship satisfac-
tion (b = −0.81, p < .001, 95% CI [−1.13, −.48]), which was
positively associated with commitment (b = 0.94, p < .001,
95% CI [.63, 1.12]), but own cost-inflicting strategies did
not directly predict commitment (b = 0.22, p = .18, 95% CI
[−.10, .55]), indicating full mediation. The overall effect size
of this model was small (f2 = .04; Cohen 1992). Therefore,
Hypothesis 2 was confirmed only for own cost-inflicting
strategies.

For completeness, a backwards regression including com-
mitment and relationship satisfaction as predictors, and likeli-
hood to end the relationship as the outcome variable, demon-
strated that both variables predict the outcome, F(2,147) =
75.72, Adjusted R2 = .50, p < .001. However, commitment
(b = −.56) was a stronger predictor than relationship satisfac-
tion (b = −.18). This suggests that the more satisfied and com-
mitted with the relationship individuals are, the less likely they
are to terminate the relationship.

To test Hypothesis 3, whether relationship satisfaction mod-
erates the association between perceived partner mate retention
and own mate retention, we conducted two moderation analyses
separately for benefit-provisioning strategies and cost-inflicting

strategies. Regarding own benefit-provisioning strategies, con-
trolling for age, sex, and relationship length, the interaction be-
tween relationship satisfaction and perceived partner benefit-
provisioning strategies (b = 0.07, p = .35, 95% CI [−0.08, .23])
did not predict own benefit-provisioning strategies. Therefore,
relationship satisfaction did notmoderate the association between
partner benefit-provisioning strategies and own benefit-
provisioning strategies. Results controlling for age, sex, and re-
lationship length, revealed that the interaction between perceived
partner cost-inflicting strategies and relationship satisfaction
(b = .19, p < .001, 95% CI [.08, .30]) did predict own cost-
inflicting strategies. As shown in Fig. 1, those individuals with
high relationship satisfaction tended to engage in cost-inflicting
strategies more often when they perceived their partner to engage
in cost-inflicting strategies (conditional effect = .41, SE = .07,
p < .001, 95% CI [.28, .54]), compared to those with low rela-
tionship satisfaction (conditional effect = .73, SE = .06, p < .001,
95% CI [.61, .85]). Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was confirmed only
for cost-inflicting strategies.

Discussion

This study examined the association between own and per-
ceived partner mate retention, relationship satisfaction, and
commitment. Based on the Investment Model (Rusbult
1983) and on the game-theoretic model (Conroy-Beam et al.
2015) and on previous literature (Shackelford and Buss 2000;
Dainton 2015), we tested four hypotheses in this study. We
anticipated that perceived partner mate-retention strategies
were associated with commitment (Hypothesis 1a) and that
relationship satisfaction would mediate this association
(Hypothesis 1b). Similarly, we anticipated that relationship
satisfaction would mediate the association between own mate

Notes. CI = cost-inflicting strategies, RS = relationship satisfaction. 

1

2

3

4

5
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Fig. 1 The moderating effect of
relationship satisfaction on the
link between perceived partner
and own cost-inflicting strategies.
Notes. CI = cost-inflicting strate-
gies, RS = relationship
satisfaction
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retention and commitment (Hypothesis 2). We also predicted
that relationship satisfaction would moderate the association
between perceived partner mate-retention strategies and an
individual’s own mate-retention strategies (Hypothesis 3).

Consistent with the first two Hypotheses, perceived partner
mate-retention strategies were associated with individual’s
commitment to the relationship (Hypothesis 1a), and relation-
ship satisfaction mediated this association (Hypothesis 1b) as
suggested by a previous study (Dainton 2015). Consistent
with previous literature (Albert and Arnocky 2016;
Shackelford and Buss 2000), our study found that benefit-
provisioning strategies, such as appearance enhancement and
expression of affection, enhance commitment to the relation-
ship by improving relationship satisfaction. In contrast, cost-
inflicting strategies, which include monopolising the partner’s
time and violence and threats directed to rivals, are detrimental
to relationship satisfaction, which in turn, reduces commit-
ment (Dandurand and Lafontaine 2014).

Similarly, we found that relationship satisfaction mediates
the association between individuals’ own mate-retention strat-
egies and commitment, but only for cost-inflicting strategies
(Hypothesis 2). As suggested by previous literature, we found
that individuals who display positive inducements more often
tend to be more committed to their relationships (Buss et al.
2008; Dainton 2015), but this association was not explained
by relationship satisfaction. On the other hand, our results
suggest that individuals who engage in cost-inflicting strate-
gies more frequently tend to experience lower relationship
satisfaction, which is in turn associated with lower committed
to the relationship (Miguel and Buss 2010). These findings
reinforce the idea that cost-inflicting strategies, either per-
formed by the individual or the partner are linked to poorer
relationship satisfaction and low commitment.

As demonstrated in this study and supported by previous
research, because relationship satisfaction and commitment
are strong predictors of relationship dissolution (Le et al.
2010; Rhoades et al. 2010), these findings suggest that the
usage of cost-inflicting strategies may negatively influence
an individual’s likelihood to stay in the relationship.
Although such strategies may be useful to some extent to keep
mate poachers away, for example, they may have a negative
influence on the quality of the relationship, and if used too
often, they may lead to relationship dissolution. On the other
hand, benefit-provisioning strategies seem to be the most use-
ful strategies to preserve a relationship by maintaining higher
relationship quality, which is associated with increased com-
mitment to the relationship.

In the current study, relationship satisfaction was also as-
sociated with individuals’ own reporting of mate-retention
strategies. Specifically, those individuals who are satisfied
with their relationships tend to engage more often in benefit-
provisioning strategies. On the other hand, lower relationship
satisfaction is associated with higher frequency of cost-

inflicting strategies. These findings are consistent with evolu-
tionary theory, supporting the idea that relationship satisfac-
tion works as a monitor of relationship quality (Conroy-Beam
et al. 2015). As shown here, individuals who are happy in their
relationships are more committed to the relationship and tend
to engage more often in positive mate-retention strategies.

To test our third hypothesis, we examined whether re-
lationship satisfaction moderates the relation between par-
ticipants’ reporting of their partners’ mate-retention strat-
egies and their own use of mate retention. We found that
when individuals perceive their partners to engage more
often in benefit-provisioning strategies, they tended to re-
spond by engaging in similar positive strategies too.
However, this association does not vary according to the
level of relationship satisfaction. Thus, regardless of how
happy individuals are with their relationships, if their part-
ners treat them well, they will reciprocate, consistent with
previous findings (Shackelford et al. 2005; Welling et al.
2012). It may also be the case that, consistent with ho-
mogamy, individuals tend to mate with individuals that
perform similar mate-retention strategies to theirs.

Similarly, those participants who perceived their partners
to conceal them and monopolise their time, for example, were
more likely to engage in such cost-inflicting strategies them-
selves. However, relationship satisfaction altered this associa-
tion, such that this association was stronger among individuals
with higher relationship satisfaction. Thus, if individuals per-
ceive that their partners are investing more in the relationship
even if they do this by using cost-inflicting strategies, they
tend to respond in a similar way by increasing their mate-
retention efforts, especially if they perceive the quality of the
relationship to be high. These findings also give partial sup-
port to the assumption that relationship satisfaction monitors
relationship quality and as such, results in higher investment
in the relationship (Conroy-Beam et al. 2016; Shackelford and
Buss 1997). Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was confirmed only for
cost-inflicting strategies, but not for benefit-provisioning
strategies.

One limitation of this study is that the sex-imbalanced
sample that did not allow for comparisons across sexes.
Future research could investigate how the patterns found
here vary across sexes because men and women use mate-
retention strategies differently, such that men tend to en-
gage more often in strategies such as resource display
than women do, whereas women tend to engage more
often in strategies such as appearance enhancement in
comparison to men (Albert and Arnocky 2016). A second
limitation is the non-probability and convenience nature
(i.e., non-random internet recruitment so participants are
self-selected) of the sample, which can limit the
generalisability of our findings. Another limitation of note
is that we relied on people’s report of their partners’ be-
haviour, and we have no way of identifying the extent to
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which their perception corresponds to reality. However,
previous literature has demonstrated that individuals’
self-reports of their mate-retention behaviours are congru-
ent with their partners’ reports of their mate-retention be-
haviours, demonstrating that individuals can provide reli-
able accounts of their partners’ mate-retention strategies
(Shackelford et al. 2005). Moreover, people’s perceptions
of their partners’ behaviour may be more important than
their actual behaviour in predicting relationship satisfac-
tion and commitment (see Montoya et al. 2008). This is
another potential area for future research, where studies
could obtain reports from both partners to address this.
Finally, the current study only explored mate-retention
strategies among heterosexual individuals. Given that sex-
ual orientation influences the performance of mate-
retention strategies (Brewer and Hamilton 2014), future
studies should address homosexual relationship dynamics.

Despite these limitations, the current research extends pre-
vious findings on the association between mate retention, re-
lationship satisfaction and commitment. Additionally, part-
ners’ mate-retention strategies appear to be mutually related,
such that partners respond to each other’s strategies, which
also depends on relationship satisfaction. Our findings suggest
that different mate-retention strategies have different levels of
effectiveness, by demonstrating that whereas benefit-
provisioning strategies are associated with high relationship
satisfaction, which, in turn, is associated with high commit-
ment, cost-inflicting strategies do so negatively. Although our
findings suggest that cost-inflicting strategies are damaging
for the relationship, individuals may still find them useful in
specific situations under the threat of imminent infidelity, for
example, otherwise individuals would not rely on them.
Despite the existence of cost-inflicting strategies, however,
benefit-provisioning strategies appear to be more effective in
maintaining stable and satisfying relationships.
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