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Abstract
Objective: This study aimed to examine the effects of
promotion focus on the relationship between high mate
value discrepancy (MVD) and marital satisfaction and
alternative monitoring behavior.
Background: Much research has documented the
detrimental effects of MVD on marriage. Nevertheless, lit-
tle work has been devoted to investigating the individual
differences within the negative relationship between MVD
and marital outcomes.
Method: In all, 700 Korean participants (350 men and
350 women) were recruited for an online survey. The mod-
erating effects of promotion focus on the relationship
between MVD and (a) marital satisfaction and (b) alterna-
tive monitoring were tested. We computed MVD with
three methodologies: absolute difference, weighted differ-
ence, and residual score.
Results: When confronted with a high MVD, highly
promotion-focused individuals were shown to maintain a
more satisfactory marriage than did those low in promo-
tion focus. At the same time, however, highly promotion-
focused individuals showed a greater tendency to engage
in alternative monitoring behavior under high MVD.
Conclusion: Promotion focus could buffer the negative
effects of MVD on marital satisfaction, but it could also
exacerbate the detrimental effects of MVD on alternative
monitoring behavior.
Implications: Understanding one of the underlying reasons
on seeking alternative romantic partners and how individ-
uals differ in their chronic ways to be motivated can help
counselors and family practitioners. The information helps
tailor strategies to meet specific goals and directions that
individuals have. This may, therefore, better guide couples
to adjust their marital lives.
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The literature on assortative mating suggests that romantic partners likely have similar mate
values to each other (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). Mate value, defined as the sum of desirable
traits a romantic partner has (Conroy-Beam et al., 2016), is an indicator of how much benefit a
partner can provide to the other partner’s own fitness. A partner with a higher mate value can
provide greater resources, genetic superiority, or security (Fisher et al., 2008). In some circum-
stances, however, one does not end up with a “matching” partner; sometimes one individual
may possess more desirable characteristics than his or her partner. A person with a higher mate
value could undergo a significant imbalance in the costs and benefits, which may undermine
evolutionary fitness. What happens when a mate value discrepancy (MVD) arises? The evolu-
tionary ground has repeatedly demonstrated detrimental outcomes in cases like this, including
decreased marital satisfaction and increased attentiveness to alternative partners (Buss
et al., 2017; Shackelford & Buss, 1997).

Regarding the economic perspective of costs and benefits, the dominant orientation that
one takes in approaching benefits and avoiding costs may have a range of effects on the rela-
tionship between MVD and marital outcomes. Building on regulatory focus theory
(Higgins, 1997), we focus on the gain sensitivity of the promotion focus to establish its multifac-
eted influence on the effect of MVD. On the one hand, because promotion-focused people seek
positive outcomes, they may be more likely to maintain their satisfaction within marriage, even
under conditions of high MVD. On the other hand, the simple motivation of promotion-
focused people (i.e., maximizing gain) may threaten the stability of their marriage by seeking
extramarital partners who might provide additional gain under conditions of high MVD.
Hence, in combination, the tendency to be promotion focused can exert significant and varied
effects on different aspects of marriage in the context of a partner with less potential gain. How-
ever, little work has been done on this apparently contradictory possibility. We examine the
effect of promotion focus on the relationship between MVD and marital satisfaction, along
with alternative monitoring behavior.

Mate value and marital outcomes

Mate value directly indicates the benefits of a relationship in evolutionary terms. Some desir-
able traits include physical attractiveness, personality, intelligence, and social status (Danel
et al., 2017; Graham-Kevan & Archer, 2009), all of which offer sizable benefits to survivorship.
Natural selection has guided humanity to pursue high-value mates, and consequently, the mate
values of a pair of spouses tend to positively correlate with each other (Gangestad &
Simpson, 2000). However, human mating is a complicated procedure. A myriad of factors are
involved in mating, and each is differently interpreted in terms of costs and benefits across time,
individuals, and cultures. In addition, mate value itself entails possibilities of deception and
change (Buss et al., 2017). For example, men might falsely present themselves as desirable by
deceiving potential partners. Similarly, as the fertility rate changes over time, women’s mate
value would tend to decrease over time (Fisher et al., 2008). Thus, some individuals may find
themselves in a “bad match.” The way that they cope with MVD and the common outcomes of
MVD is a topic of some research interest.

The effects of MVD on romantic relationships have been topics of investigation in the con-
text of both the intramarital and extramarital perspectives. From the intramarital perspective,
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MVD impacts how spouses perceive the quality of the relationship between them
(Conroy-Beam et al., 2016; Shackelford & Buss, 1997). This is because “marital satisfaction can
be viewed as a psychological state regulated by mechanisms that monitor the benefits and costs
of marriage” (Shackelford & Buss, 2000, p. 918). According to this view, a spouse who possesses
a higher mate value than the other spouse experiences lowered marital satisfaction (Salkicevic
et al., 2014). Conversely, from an extramarital perspective, MVD is related to attentiveness to
alternative romantic partners (Buss & Shackelford, 1997). An individual with a higher mate
value than the spouse tends to search for better mates who can provide an increased chance of
survival and reproduction (Fisher et al., 2008). Thus, MVD can trigger alternative monitoring
behavior that causes opportunities to “switch up to” a more desirable partner who can provide
better fitness (Buss et al., 2017).

Gain sensitivity of promotion focus inside and outside of marriage

A framework of regulatory focus (Higgins, 1997) provides a consistent explanation of how
individuals are motivated to pursue hedonic goals. Two distinct constructs are found in the
way that people achieve their goals, namely, a promotion focus and a prevention focus.
Promotion-focused individuals are sensitive to the presence and absence of potential positive
outcomes, whereas prevention-focused individuals are sensitive to the presence and absence
of potential negative outcomes. Not only do people differ from each other in terms of the
goals that they pursue, but they also adopt varying strategies to achieve their goals in rela-
tion to their regulatory foci. Promotion-focused individuals adopt approach/eager strategies
to maximize potential gain. By contrast, prevention-focused individuals tend to seek avoid-
ance/vigilant strategies to minimize potential loss (Higgins & Molden, 2003). How
promotion- and prevention-focused individuals pursue goals in their romantic relationships is
not an exception. It has been demonstrated that promotion- and prevention-focused individ-
uals adopt different strategies and actions in their romantic lives as well as in other domains
of life (Hofmann et al., 2015).

The gain sensitivity and approach strategies of promotion focus could guide individuals to
vigorously pursue positive outcomes within the relationship, leading to the maintenance of a sat-
isfactory marriage even in the context of unfavorable MVD. Previous studies have documented
that the approach strategies of promotion-focused individuals are linked with positive outcomes
such as higher satisfaction and sexual desire in marriage (Impett et al., 2010). This can be
explained by some desirable interpersonal behaviors that promotion-focused people display
within the relationship. For example, they are more likely to approach their partners and tend
to seek more creative or constructive conflict resolution (Rodrigues et al., 2019), and provide
more enthusiastic responses when their partner shares positive news (Paek et al., 2022). Further,
they tend to forgive their partners when a positive outcome in return is expected (Molden &
Finkel, 2010). These characteristics of promotion-focused individuals seemingly guide them to
vigorously pursue positive outcomes within the relationship, leading to the maintenance of a
satisfactory marriage. Accordingly, we predict that promotion-focused individuals should also
experience higher marital satisfaction, even in the context of unfavorable MVD.

The same gain-maximizing mechanism may as well encourage promotion-focused individ-
uals to seek potential gain from partners outside the relationship, leading to increased attentive-
ness to alternative partners. Specifically, we expect that highly promotion-focused individuals
would actively seek alternative options under conditions of higher mate value than the spouse.
After all, the gain maximization rule is not bound by an interaction between spouses, and it
may involve potential gains from extramarital relationships. To support this idea, previous find-
ings have shown that those high in promotion focus tend to be inclusive of alternative options
and interested in unexplored possibilities that may feature more risk (Higgins & Molden, 2003).
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Additional direct evidence has been found by Finkel et al. (2009), who reported that highly
promotion-focused individuals could evaluate alternative romantic partners more positively.
Together, we demonstrate that the promotion focus aggravates the effect of MVD on alterna-
tive monitoring behavior.

It is important to note that predictions on the effects of prevention focus are not made in
this study for several reasons. Of course, prevention-focused individuals adopt certain strategies
in response to MVD outcomes. Nevertheless, seeking advancement in one’s current relationship
and becoming more attentive to alternative partners in search of potential gain are both closely
related to the gain sensitivity of the promotion focus (Molden & Winterheld, 2013). Moreover,
there is a consensus on the independence of the two concepts; that is, being highly promotion
focused is not equivalent to having low prevention focus, and vice versa (Scholer &
Higgins, 2008). Nevertheless, it would be meaningful to include the effects of prevention focus
on the relationship between MVD and marital outcomes to establish the nomological network
of regulatory foci. Therefore, we will report the effects of prevention focus in the footnotes
without making specific predictions.

Current study

We investigate the moderating effects of promotion focus on the relationship between MVD
and two marital outcomes. Specifically, we investigate the association between MVD and two
dependent variables to replicate previous findings. Next, we examine the multifaceted effects of
promotion focus on the relationship between MVD and marital outcomes. Whereas a positive
effect is expected, such as that highly promotion-focused individuals would show higher marital
satisfaction (Hypothesis 1), a negative effect is also expected, namely, that high promotion
focus would be related to more alternative monitoring behavior (Hypothesis 2) as MVD
increases.

METHOD

Participants and procedure

A large sample of married individuals in South Korea was recruited using the online survey
panel EMBRAIN and was given a monetary reward upon completing the survey.
South Korean participants who were over 18 years old and legally married were considered eli-
gible for this study. This study was performed as part of a larger project in which other ques-
tionnaires irrelevant to the topic of this study served as a filler. After participants were briefly
informed of the aims of the overall study, they were required to complete a consent form and
then were provided with a set of questionnaires. After they completed the survey, all of the par-
ticipants were thanked and paid. For data analysis, we excluded responses from the participants
who did not pass the attention check items, leaving data from 700 adult heterosexual couples
(350 men and 350 women; Mage = 51.44, SDage = 11.40 for men, Mage = 49.33, SDage = 12.91
for women) remaining for analysis. The duration of marriage ranged from 1 year to 47 years
(M = 21.51 years, SD = 13.03).

Measurements

All items used in the present study were translated into Korean, with several graduate students
and researchers being involved in the process.
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Mate value

Mate value for self and spouse was measured using a questionnaire developed by Graham-Kevan
and Archer (2009). This scale has been used in other studies as well (Danel et al., 2017; Nowak &
Danel, 2014). The participants were asked to rate themselves and their spouses on six attributes
(i.e., attractiveness, personality, education, intelligence, career prospects, and social status), on a
7-point Likert scale (1 = very low, 7 = very high), relative to other people they knew. Cronbach’s
α for all items for self–mate value was .81 and for partner’s mate value was .79. All of the ratings
were averaged to make a composite variable, as was done in previous studies.

Regulatory focus

Promotion focus was measured using the Promotion/Prevention Scale (Lockwood et al., 2002).
Among the items, four that were exclusively related to the academic domain (i.e., “I often think
about how I will achieve academic success” and “My major goal in school right now is to avoid
becoming an academic failure”) were excluded, leaving 14 items in total (Cronbach’s α = .86
for promotion focus, .75 for prevention focus). The participants rated each item on a 7-point
Likert scale.

Marital satisfaction

The Quality Marriage Index by Norton (1983) was utilized, following numerous previous
studies. All items (e.g., “we have a good marriage” and “my relationship with my partner is very
stable”) were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The
values for all items were averaged to make a composite variable. The scale showed high
reliability (Cronbach’s α = .97).

Alternative monitoring

A six-item alternative monitoring scale was drawn from the commitment inventory of Stanley
and Markman (1992) to assess attentiveness to alternatives. The participants rated each item on
a 7-point Likert scale. The items (e.g., “I know people of the opposite sex whom I desire more
than my partner” and “I am not seriously attracted to people of the opposite sex other than my
partner” [reverse-coded]) showed good reliability (Cronbach’s α = .86). All items were averaged
to create a composite variable.

Analysis plan

The primary method used to measure MVD here was to subtract the spouse’s mate value from
his or her own mate value, where a higher score indicates relatively lower gain from the current
relationship. Thus, in this article, high MVD refers to a lower level of gain from the current
partner. The subtraction method allows us to capture the concept of a relative discrepancy
between spouses, as a considerable body of research proposes a difference score to investigate
MVD (Nowak & Danel, 2014). Nonetheless, there has been an argument over the validity of
the difference score (Griffin et al., 1999).

One of the most discussed problems in this area is that the absolute difference score fails to
accurately reflect the relationship between independent variables and dependent variables
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because it ignores the distinct relationships between independent and dependent variables.
Taking our research variables as an example, the extent to which marital satisfaction with one-
self is related to one’s own mate value differs from the extent to which marital satisfaction with
oneself is related to the spouse’s mate value (i.e., self-marital satisfaction [dependent variable] =
βself self–mate value � βspouse spouse mate value). Nevertheless, the absolute difference score
does not consider such differences. Instead, it imperatively assumes “equal and opposite
weights” so that each independent variable is related to the dependent variable to the same
extent (i.e., self-marital satisfaction [dependent variable] = β[self–mate value � spouse mate
value]; see Klein et al., 2009). To address this issue, Theiss and Solomon (2008) adopted a
weighted difference score. This score is calculated by weighting each variable in terms of its
unique association with the dependent variable. Following the same logic, we regressed self-
reported marital satisfaction on the self–mate value and weighted the self–mate value utilizing
the unstandardized coefficient that reflects the relationship between self–mate value and marital
satisfaction with oneself. The same procedure was then used for spouse mate value. Finally, we
subtracted the weighted spouse mate value from the weighted self–mate value. The same proce-
dure was conducted when analyzing the effects of MVD on alternative monitoring behavior.

Another issue that frequently arises is the correlation between the independent variables
(Griffin et al., 1999). As the independent variables used to create the difference score are
already related to each other, it is questionable whether the result is fully attributable to the dif-
ference score. Looking again at our research variables, people’s own mate value is closely
related to their spouse’s mate value. Thus, unless the main effects of the two independent vari-
ables are controlled for at once, we cannot conclude that the effect of MVD results solely from
the difference score. This is where a major criticism of the absolute difference score arises; that
is, it is not possible to control both the main effects of the independent variables when testing
the effects of the difference score. To address this problem, we adopted another method to cal-
culate MVD. Several researchers have recommended using a residual score to overcome statisti-
cal limitations of the different score (Griffin et al., 1999). This score allows the concept of a
difference without requiring a direct subtraction between variables. By these means, we calcu-
lated a residual score by regressing own mate value on spouse’s mate value so that a positive
residual score is interpreted as relatively less gain from the current relationship. Nevertheless, it
should be noted that the residual score has certain limitations, particularly with respect to the
research question of this study. The residual score represents how far one deviates from the
regression line. Our question of interest lies in the relative mate value within a dyad, and the
residual score examines the effect of the difference between one’s mate value and the expected
value in an average population.

We acknowledge that each method has its own strengths and limitations. After all, there is
no one-and-only way to address concerns regarding the difference score; instead, it has repeat-
edly been shown that the research question matters (Stephens et al., 2015). For this reason, we
adopted all three of the abovementioned methods (i.e., absolute difference, weighted difference,
and residual score) to investigate the effects of MVD in a parsimonious manner. In addition,
we conducted a mini meta-analysis to demonstrate comprehensive effects across adopted
methodologies.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents the demographic information across gender. Table 2 shows the means, stan-
dard deviations, and correlations of the tested variables. For further analyses, marital length
was controlled for, given previous findings that mate value fluctuates over time and generally
decreases, in particular for women as they age (Fisher et al., 2008). Similarly, considering that
marital satisfaction and alternative monitoring behavior are highly correlated and exert a
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significant influence on each other (Johnson & Rusbult, 1989), each was controlled for when
examining the effect of the other.

First, we replicated previous findings that MVD is related to marital satisfaction and alter-
native monitoring behavior. Corroborating previous findings, high MVD (i.e., lower gain from
the current partner) showed a strong negative correlation with marital satisfaction, r
(698) = �.24, p < .001 and a strong positive correlation with alternative monitoring behavior, r
(698) = .27, p < .001. Next, marital satisfaction and alternative monitoring behavior showed a
strong negative relationship, r(698) = �.41, p < .001, validating the reason for controlling for
one variable when examining the other.

Absolute difference score

First, we tested the effect of promotion focus on the relationship between MVD and marital sat-
isfaction. For analysis, the PROCESS macro developed by Hayes (2022) was utilized, which
entails bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples at a 95% confidence interval (CI). To test whether a

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics of demographic information by gender

Men Women
n = 350 n = 350

Mean/% SD Mean/% SD

Age (range: 26–69 years) 51.43 11.40 49.33 12.91

Spouse’s age (range: 26–73 years) 49.55 11.10 51.25 12.71

Marital length (range: 1–47 years) 21.22 12.18 21.80 13.83

Number of children (%)

0 9 19

1 25 23

2 58 54

3 or more 8 4

Education (%)

Less than high school 1 1

High school 14 24

College/associate degree 9 14

Bachelor’s degree 59 53

Graduate or professional degree 17 8

TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations, and correlations of independent and dependent variables

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1 Self–mate value 4.40 0.77 1 .59*** .45*** .43*** .22*** .11**

2 Spouse mate value 4.54 0.77 1 �.46*** .38*** .44*** �.14***

3 Mate value discrepancy �0.14 0.70 1 .05 �.24*** .27***

4 Promotion focus 4.87 0.81 1 .34*** �.02

5 Marital satisfaction 5.15 1.36 1 �.41***

6 Alternative seeking 3.18 1.25 1

**p < .01.***p < .001.
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promotion focus would buffer the negative effects of high MVD on marital satisfaction
(Hypothesis 1), a moderation model (Model 1; Hayes, 2022) was tested in which a promotion
focus moderates the relationship between high MVD and marital satisfaction. The interaction
effect was significant, F(1, 694) = 12.13, p < .001 (Figure 1), which supported Hypothesis
1. Breaking the results down further, the marital satisfaction of highly promotion-focused indi-
viduals (+1 SD) was not significantly related to MVD, b = �.12, SE = .08, CI = [�.28, .04].
By contrast, the marital satisfaction of those with low promotion focus (�1 SD) was negatively
associated with MVD, b = �.49, SE = .08, CI = [�.66, �.33] (see Table 3).

Next, we tested Hypothesis 2 on whether promotion focus would exacerbate the effect of
high MVD on alternative monitoring. Supporting Hypothesis 2, the interaction effect was
found to be significant, F(1, 694) = 5.16, p = .02 (Figure 1). Highly promotion-focused individ-
uals (+1 SD) reported significantly higher alternative monitoring behaviors when faced with

F I GURE 1 Effect of promotion focus on the relationship between mate value discrepancy and marital satisfaction
(left) and alternative monitoring (right)

TABLE 3 Conditional effects of the interaction on dependent variables at values of moderators

Independent variable Dependent variable Moderator b SE 95% CI

Absolute difference score Marital satisfaction Low promotion (�1 SD) �.49*** .08 [�.66, �.33]

High promotion (+1 SD) �.12 .08 [�.28, .04]

Alternative monitoring Low promotion (�1 SD) .17 .09 [�.00, .33]

High promotion (+1 SD) .41*** .08 [.25, .57]

Weighted difference score Marital satisfaction Low promotion (�1 SD) �.93*** .11 [�1.14, �.71]

High promotion (+1 SD) �.49*** .12 [�.72, �.26]

Alternative monitoring Low promotion (�1 SD) .53 .41 [�.27, 1.34]

High promotion (+1 SD) 1.91*** .39 [1.14, 2.68]

Residual score Marital satisfaction Low promotion (�1 SD) �.21* .10 [�.40, �.01]

High promotion (+1 SD) .04 .09 [�.14, .21]

Alternative monitoring Low promotion (�1 SD) .33*** .10 [.15, .52]

High promotion (+1 SD) .44*** .09 [.27, .61]

Note. CI = confidence interval.
*p < .05.***p < .001.
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high MVD, b = .41, SE = .08, 95% CI = [.25, .57]. By contrast, those with low promotion focus
(�1 SD) showed no such tendency, b = .17, SE = .09, CI = [�.00, .33] (Table 3).1

Supplementary analysis

Weighted difference score

The same procedure was followed using a weighted difference score as the independent variable.
First, we tested the effect of promotion focus on the relationship between MVD and marital sat-
isfaction. The interaction effect was significant, F(1, 694) = 9.49, p = .002, which supported
Hypothesis 1. Breaking down the interaction, the marital satisfaction of highly promotion-
focused individuals (+1 SD) was significantly less negatively associated with MVD, b = �.49,
SE = .12, 95% CI = [�.72, �.26] than that of those low in promotion focus, b = �.93,
SE = .11, CI = [�1.14, �.71] (Table 3).

Next, the same moderation model was utilized to test whether promotion focus moderates
the relationship between MVD and alternative monitoring. Again, the interaction effect was
found to be significant, F(1, 694) = 7.19, p = .008, supporting Hypothesis 2. Further break
down replicated the results of the previous analysis, using an absolute difference score. That is,
highly promotion-focused individuals (+1 SD) reported significantly higher alternative moni-
toring when faced with high MVD, b = 1.91, SE = .39, 95% CI = [1.14, 2.68]. By contrast,
those with low promotion focus (�1 SD) had a nonsignificant relationship between MVD and
alternative monitoring, b = .53, SE = .41, CI = [�.27, 1.34] (see Table 3).

Residual score

The effect of promotion focus on marital satisfaction and alternative monitoring was tested
using the residual score. When marital satisfaction was the dependent variable, the interaction
effect between MVD and promotion focus was significant, F(1, 694) = 4.47, p = .03. Specifi-
cally, the marital satisfaction of highly promotion-focused individuals (+1 SD) was not signifi-
cantly related to the residual score, b = .04, SE = .09, 95% CI = [�.14, .21]. By contrast, less
promotion-focused individuals (�1 SD) experienced a significant decrease in marital satisfac-
tion as the residual score increased, b = �.21, SE = .10, CI = [�.40, �.01] (see Table 3).

Finally, the effect of promotion focus on the relationship between MVD residual score and
alternative monitoring was tested. The interaction effect of residual score and promotion focus
on alternative monitoring behavior was nonsignificant, F(1, 694) = .91, p = .34. As briefly men-
tioned in the analysis plan, this result could imply that what matters necessarily remains within
the marital dyad, not in the average across a given population. The main effect of promotion
focus was significant (b = .12, SE = .06, 95% CI = [.00, .23]), which suggests that highly
promotion-focused individuals are more likely to be attentive to extramarital partners (for fig-
ures, see the supplemental materials).

Mini meta-analysis across three methodologies

Besides the abovementioned analyses, a combined (Stouffer) Z score across all three methods
was calculated (Stouffer et al., 1949). First, the three analyses on the effect of promotion focus
on the relationship between MVD and marital satisfaction were combined. The Z scores for
each analysis were as follows: Z score of 3.48 (raw difference score), Z score of 3.07 (weighted
difference score), and Z of 2.11 (residual score). The Stouffer Z score for marital satisfaction
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was 5.00, indicating a significant meta-effect, p = 5.742 � 10�7. Next, the same mini meta-
analysis was conducted on the effects of promotion focus on the relationship between MVD
and alternative monitoring. The Z scores for each analysis were as follows: Z score of 2.26 (raw
difference score), Z score of 2.67 (weighted difference score), and Z of 0.95 (residual score). The
Stouffer Z score for marital satisfaction was 3.40, also indicating a significant effect, p < .001.
Thus, it is confirmed that the overall effect of promotion focus on both marital outcomes is
largely significant across various methodologies.

DISCUSSION

Previous investigation of MVD has consistently demonstrated that MVD has negative out-
comes for marriage in both the intramarital and extramarital perspectives (Shackelford &
Buss, 1997). Drawing on the individual differences in pursuing gain and avoiding loss, we exam-
ined the effects of a promotion focus that could have a multifaceted influence on the relation-
ship between MVD and marital outcomes. As hypothesized, high promotion focus was related
to adaptive outcomes with respect to marital satisfaction when one’s partner is of less reproduc-
tive value than oneself. It can be that promotion-focused individuals lead a more satisfactory
marriage by actively seeking advancement with desirable approach strategies, even when there
is less gain expected from the relationship. Again, expectedly, a promotion focus was also
related to maladaptive outcomes with respect to alternative monitoring behavior under gain
imbalance between spouses, except for one analysis. In other words, promotion-focused people
could rather seek potential gain from outside marriage by monitoring romantic alternatives.
Thus, it is ascertained that in lower-gain situations, promotion-focused individuals might yield
both positive and negative outcomes by maintaining a satisfactory marriage and by searching
for other romantic partners, respectively.

We consider that our research findings are impactful for several reasons. First, they draw a
more comprehensive picture of the effect of promotion focus on marital relationships by consid-
ering the core aspect of gain sensitivity in the promotion focus. Hitherto, there has only been a
modest investigation of the effects of promotion focus within close relationships, and the major-
ity suggests positive outcomes. However, our investigation indicates that the promotion focus
has both pros and cons; being highly promotion focused certainly has advantages for
maintaining high levels of marital satisfaction, but it has disadvantages for alternative monitor-
ing, particularly when there is less gain expected from a present relationship. Such results are a
contribution to the literature that sheds light on a multidimensional effect of promotion focus
on marriage. More importantly, the present study has the strength of examining two marital
outcomes as dependent variables. To our knowledge, no previous study has examined the
effects of promotion focus on marital satisfaction and alternative monitoring behavior simulta-
neously. Expanding the previous discussion of the effect of promotion focus, our findings show
an insightful perspective into the multifaceted dynamics of promotion focus in various contexts.

Second, we adopted a range of methodological approaches to deal with previous concerns
regarding the difference score, which contributed to the parsimoniousness of the findings. The
absolute difference score, weighted difference score, and residual score were adopted, with all
but one result consistently supporting our predictions. Although the effect of promotion focus
on the relationship between MVD and alternative monitoring was not significant in one analy-
sis using the residual score, mini meta-analyses across three methods indicated a significant
combined Z score, suggesting an overall significance of our findings. Still, there could be other
means of addressing the concept of MVD. A promising method of investigating MVD is the
use of the Euclidean distance that was developed by Conroy-Beam et al. (2016). Euclidean dis-
tances reflect multidimensional aspects of mate value, providing more appropriate and compre-
hensive information.
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Another, more recent way of testing the effects of similarity and discrepancy is dyadic
response surface analysis (DRSA; Schönbrodt et al., 2018), which effectively addresses the criti-
cism of interrelatedness between variables. Recent literature on sexual desire (Busby
et al., 2023) and gratitude (Park et al., 2023) in close relationships adopts DRSA to demonstrate
the similarity effects between partners. Thus, it would be fruitful to validate our results using
alternative methods. Nonetheless, it is of note that there is no one-and-only absolute solution to
this issue (including the abovementioned methods). In exactly this sense, our study has the
strength of consistently validating its results with various methods.

Finally, the results of this study imply a substantial influence of mate value on a long-term
committed relationship. Mate value is usually investigated in the context of an initial matching of
potential partners. Nevertheless, in light of the mean age and length of time married in the sam-
ple (50.38 years old and 21.51 years, respectively), we suggest that the effect of mate value con-
tinues to have considerable influence on the relationship in the form of gain. These results
correspond with findings obtained from the evolutionary perspective. That is, it is not the case
that individuals cease to consider the value of the mate after settling down with a long-term part-
ner; instead, mate value is continuously monitored, and significant effects are exerted on percep-
tions and corresponding behaviors (Buss et al., 2017; Salkicevic et al., 2014; Shackelford &
Buss, 1997). This study highlights the continued significance of mate value in marital life.

Limitations and future directions

Our study, although it produced insightful results, involved limitations. First, despite a large
sample of 700 married individuals, our study’s cross-sectional and correlational design can posit
no direct causal relationship but only indirect suggestions. Furthermore, the effects of mate
value and regulatory focus may vary over time. We cannot, therefore, conclude that our study
presents a possible negative effect of promotion focus, nor whether this tendency extends to infi-
delity or divorce.

Second, if increased alternative monitoring behavior indeed becomes a serious threat to a
stable marriage, another interesting question rises pertaining to the long-term effects of promo-
tion focus. That is, being highly promotion focused can be related to both positive
(i.e., maintaining satisfactory marriage) and negative (i.e., threatening stable marriage) out-
comes. This seemingly contradictory effect of promotion focus may be explained in two ways.
On the one hand, it might be the case that highly promotion-focused individuals struggle to
benefit from the current relationship, which leads to satisfactory marriage, but at the same time
they also try to benefit from alternative relationships, which leads to heightened alternative
monitoring behavior. In this case, both gain-maximizing tendencies would be demonstrated
within an individual. On the other hand, there is a possibility of a third moderating variable that
determines which strategy promotion-focused people adopt. In this case, each gain-maximizing
strategy would be adopted between individuals depending on another moderating variable. For
example, Rodrigues et al. (2017) demonstrated that among promotion-focused people, only
those highly committed to the relationship showed less attentiveness to alternative partners.
Given this finding, commitment level might be a potential moderator.

Third, our findings do not specify exactly how promotion focus affects marriage under MVD.
Although we suggest that the gain sensitivity of promotion focus encourages people to adopt
approach behavior in the current relationship, which in turn is associated with higher relationship
satisfaction, this suggestion cannot be tested with our data. Combined, the limitations and untested
possibilities of this study call for further studies, especially ones that adopt a longitudinal or experi-
mental design to understand the diverse effects of promotion focus in greater detail.

Additionally, it is highly recommended to collect dyadic data in future studies. Taking the
spouse’s perspective (i.e., using both self-reported and partner-reported responses) into

MULTIFACETED EFFECTS OF PROMOTION FOCUS 11



consideration may provide a deeper insight into the effects of MVD on marital outcomes. For
instance, results obtained using the self-report may differ from those obtained using the partner
report. Although it is a difficult question to identify the report that is better able to capture the
reality, estimating the perceptions of both spouses can extend understanding on the exact extent
to which both partners perceive mutual gains in the relationship. Nonetheless, a considerable
body of previous literature suggests the importance of self-reported (vs. partner-reported) per-
ceptions in marital life. After all, every event that one experiences in a relationship lies within
one’s perception and interpretation. Indeed, many researchers have measured and utilized self-
reported perception in relation to the effect of similarity or expressions of gratitude (Park
et al., 2019) on close relationships. Park et al. (2019) also suggested that perceived self-report
data predict relationship satisfaction more accurately than partner-reported data. Nevertheless,
collecting a dyadic sample to examine the various effects of MVD may provide fruitful results.

Given that the works cited in this paper mainly involve Western samples, data from Korean
participants may have yielded different outcomes. Indeed, cultural and ecological differences
have been theorized to impact the degree and characteristics of people’s mate-related behaviors
(e.g., Babaeizad et al., 2022). Moreover, people from highly interdependent cultures tend to be
more chronically prevention focused than those from independent cultures, which opens up the
possibility of cultural differences in our findings. Although this might be one of the limitations
of our study, documenting the data of individuals from non-White, educated, industrialized,
rich, and democratic (WEIRD) samples can have important implications. To our knowledge,
no empirical studies have investigated the effects of MVD and regulatory focus on marital out-
comes. As the issue of mating and reproduction pervades across cultures, we expect that the
direction of the association of mate value on marital satisfaction and alternative monitoring
would not differ by culture. Yet, with a lack of cross-cultural studies investigating such differ-
ences, especially in regards to alternative monitoring, future studies may benefit from cross-
culturally examining the hypothesized association. Another limitation regarding the sample is
that our study only included heterosexual couples. It has long been demonstrated that different
types of couples (e.g., cohabitating heterosexual, gay, and lesbian couples) differ in relationship
quality and predictors of relationship quality (Kurdek & Schmitt, 1986). Therefore, the demon-
strated effects of promotion focus can be differently manifested in other types of relationships.
In addition, considering that same-sex marriages are being more recognized and legalized glob-
ally, it is highly recommended that future studies include diverse types of relationships.

Last, the type and intensity of mate retention behaviors has been shown to be related to the
mate value of each partner (Conroy-Beam et al., 2016; Danel et al., 2017), relationship satisfac-
tion (Salkicevic et al., 2014), and romantic attachment (Barbaro et al., 2019). The mate reten-
tion behaviors can be categorized into two types (i.e., benefit provisioning and cost inflicting),
and each type yields different relationship outcomes (Buss & Shackelford, 1997). Therefore,
investigating whether the type or intensity of mate retention behaviors is moderated by the reg-
ulatory focus might be helpful for drawing a more comprehensive picture. For example, Buss
and Shackelford (1997) suggested that men allocate more resources to mate retention behaviors
when their female mates possess a higher mate value. Given that our study focuses on when
one’s own mate value is higher than that of their partner, it can be meaningful to expand the
scope of research to examine the effects of regulatory focus on mate retention behavior and
marital life when one’s partner has higher mate value.

Implications

The present study holds important clinical implications for marital couples. First, the present
study promotes a better understanding on one of the underlying reasons on seeking alternative
romantic partners. Although motivations for extradyadic infidelity have been widely studied,
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the approach or promotion motivation has rarely been mentioned. Our findings suggest that
one’s motivation toward approaching positive events in general may be associated to height-
ened attentiveness to alternatives. Understanding such motivations is important for counselors
to better help couples adjust their marital lives. Specifically, applying the results of the current
research, counselors may help individuals relocate the need to achieve positive outcomes of
highly promotion-focused clients to other domains of life that are considered more desirable.

Furthermore, the findings of the present study may help broaden the field of motivational
interviewing (MI). MI emphasizes the role of motivation in counseling (for a review, see
Hettema et al., 2005). That is, motivations play an important role in changing behaviors. Inves-
tigating how individuals differ in their chronic ways to be motivated, therefore, can help practi-
tioners tailor counseling strategies to meet specific goals and directions that clients have. In
detail, practitioners may take the gain sensitivity into account when guiding behavioral changes
in promotion-focused individuals. Counselors could also guide promotion-focused individuals
to identify and focus on positive aspects and accomplishments within the current relationship to
prevent marital dissolution.

CONCLUSION

Is promotion focus a double-edged sword? Given our findings, we conclude that promotion
focus has multifaceted effects on marriage in relation to possible gain. Across analyses utilizing
several methods, highly promotion-focused individuals were shown to better cope with lowered
marital satisfaction resulting from MVD; however, they were also more attentive to extramari-
tal partners where there was a substantial difference in mate value between spouses. The results
illuminate the multifaceted effects of promotion focus, the significance of mate value as an indi-
cator of gain in marriage, and the need to further examine various possibilities that have arisen
from our study.
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ENDNOTE
1 A moderation model was tested in which prevention focus moderates the relationship between high MVD and marital
satisfaction. The interaction effect was not significant, F(1, 694) = .01, p = .92. Next, we tested whether prevention
focus moderates the relationship between the high MVD and alternative monitoring. The interaction effect was not
significant, F(1, 694) = 1.59, p = .21. When testing was conducted with other methods, all analyses showed insignifi-
cant results. When tested with the weighted difference score, the effects of prevention focus on the relationship between
the MVD and marital satisfaction, and MVD and alternative monitoring, were insignificant. Last, when tested with
the residual score, prevention focus did not considerably moderate the relationship between the MVD and marital
satisfaction, and MVD and alternative monitoring.
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