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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment-
based training on anger rumination and perceived sacrificial behaviors in couples
experiencing marital problems. This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—
posttestdesignwith acontrol group. The statistical populationconsistedofall couples
with marital problems who attended specialized counseling centers affiliated with the
Justice Department in Babol, Iran, in 1405 SH. Using convenience sampling, 32
participants (16 couples) were selected and randomly assigned to an experimental
group (16 participants; 8 couples) and a control group (16 participants; 8 couples).
The experimental group received eight one-hour sessions of Acceptance and
Commitment-based training based on the Hayes et al. model, whereas the control
group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Anger Rumination
Scale developed by Sukhodolsky etal. (2001) and the Perceived Sacrificial Behaviors
Questionnaire developed by Harper and Figuerres (2008). The data were analyzed
using multivariate analysis of covariance. Multivariate analysis of covariance
indicated a statistically significant difference between the experimental and control
groups in the combined dependent variables after controlling for pretest scores
(Wilks” Lambda=0.231, F(2,27)=44.987, p<0.001). The Pillai’s Trace (0.769),
Hotelling’s Trace (3.332),and Roy’s Largest Root (3.332) tests were also statistically
significant (p<0.001). The direction of the effectsindicated that Acceptance and
Commitment-based training significantly reduced anger rumination and improved
participants’ perceptions of their partners’ sacrificial behaviors compared with the
control condition. Acceptance and Commitment-based training appears to reduce
maladaptive engagement with anger-related thoughts while promoting psychological
flexibility and value-consistent responses in intimate relationships. Accordingly, this
intervention may contribute to lower anger rumination and more positive perceptions
of partners’ sacrificial behaviors and may be considered a useful approach in
counseling and couple-therapy programs for couples experiencing marital
difficulties.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Training; Anger Rumination; Sacrificial
Behaviors; Marital Problems; Couples.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marital relationships constitute one of the most important interpersonal contexts for emotional security,
intimacy, psychological adjustment, and family functioning. Nevertheless, marital life may also become a
persistent source of psychological strain when couples are unable to regulate negative emotions, resolve
recurrent conflicts, or maintain constructive patterns of interaction. Marital problems often involve a complex
interaction of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral processes, including anger, resentment, negative
interpretations of a partner’s behavior, emotional withdrawal, and reduced willingness to engage in
relationship-maintaining  behaviors. Accordingly, psychological interventions for distressed couples
increasingly focus not only on reducing overt conflict but also on modifying the underlying processes that
perpetuate maladaptive emotional and relational cycles. The need for effective counseling interventions
tailored to couples with marital problems has also been emphasized in recent research on family counseling
services (Bustan et al., 2024). Within this context, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) has received
increasing attention as a potentially useful approach for improving psychological and relational functioning
among couples (Barraca et al., 2024; Hosseini et al., 2022).

One of the important processes associated with persistent marital conflict is anger rumination. Anger is a
normal emotional response to perceived threat, injustice, frustration, or interpersonal violation, but its
consequences depend substantially on how it is processed and regulated. From the perspective of motivation
and emotion, emotional reactions are influenced by appraisal processes and by the strategies individuals use
to manage internal experiences (Reeve, 2022). Anger rumination refers to repetitive and persistent thinking
about anger-provoking events, perceived offenses, unresolved grievances, and possible retaliatory responses.
In marital relationships, such repetitive processing can maintain emotional arousal even after the original
conflict has ended and may contribute to hostile interpretations, increased reactivity, and reduced capacity for
constructive problem solving. Research on emotional intelligence and anger control has similarly indicated
that the ability to recognize and regulate emotional reactions is important in controlling anger-related responses
(Ramezani & Abdollahi, 2023). Cognitive-behavioral interventions have also been shown to reduce
aggression through modification of maladaptive cognitive and emotional processes (Rahimi Ahmadabadi et
al., 2023).

Anger rumination may be particularly damaging in intimate relationships because spouses repeatedly interpret
and evaluate each other’s motives and behaviors. When one partner remains cognitively preoccupied with
previous conflicts, neutral or ambiguous behaviors may be interpreted more negatively. Perception is therefore
an important component of relationship functioning. Evidence suggests that people’s expectations can
influence how they perceive the behavior of romantic partners, meaning that more positive or negative



Soldy OYWS 9 Cwodlw bl

cognitive orientations may shape the interpretation of interpersonal behavior (Joel et al., 2023). Consequently,
persistent anger rumination may not only intensify negative emotional states but may also interfere with the
recognition of positive relational behaviors.

One such positive relational construct is sacrificial behavior. Sacrifice in couple relationships includes
behaviors in which individuals temporarily set aside personal preferences, provide support, prioritize relational
needs, or act in ways intended to protect and maintain the relationship. Such behaviors are closely linked to
self-regulation and relationship maintenance (Low et al., 2022). However, the relational significance of
sacrifice depends not only on whether sacrificial behavior occurs but also on whether it is perceived and
interpreted positively by the partner. A person who is experiencing chronic anger, resentment, or cognitive
preoccupation may overlook supportive behavior or interpret it as insincere, insufficient, or self-serving. In
contrast, increased psychological flexibility and reduced cognitive fusion may allow more balanced appraisal
of a partner’s actions. Research has shown that marital enrichment interventions can influence love, sacrificial
behavior, and other dimensions of couple functioning (Bakaan & Safarzadeh, 2023).

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy provides a useful framework for addressing both anger rumination and
perceived sacrificial behavior. Rather than attempting to eliminate negative thoughts and emotions, ACT aims
to alter the individual’s relationship with internal experiences by promoting psychological flexibility. Its
central processes include acceptance, cognitive defusion, present-moment awareness, self-as-context,
clarification of values, and committed action (Izadi & Abedi, 2023). Cognitive defusion is particularly relevant
to anger rumination because it teaches individuals to view thoughts as transient mental events rather than
unquestionable facts that require behavioral reaction. Process-based analyses of ACT have emphasized
cognitive defusion as a central mechanism through which excessive attachment to thought content may be
reduced (Assaz et al., 2023). In distressed couples, this process may help partners observe anger-related
thoughts without repeatedly elaborating or acting on them.

The values-based component of ACT is also highly relevant to marital functioning. In conflict situations,
individuals may respond in ways driven by immediate anger, avoidance, or retaliation rather than by long-term
relationship values. ACT encourages individuals to clarify important relational values and to engage in
committed behaviors consistent with those values even in the presence of unpleasant emotions. This orientation
may facilitate more supportive and constructive interaction while also increasing awareness of positive
behaviors by the partner. Previous studies have reported beneficial effects of ACT on marital conflict,
emotional divorce, and self-differentiation (Eshagh Abadi et al., 2024), marital intimacy (Hosseini et al.,
2022), intimacy and marital forgiveness in women affected by extramarital relationships (Najibzadegan et
al., 2024), and psychological flexibility and marital stability (Asghari Barmaei, 2025). A systematic review
and meta-analysis has also supported the broader application of ACT in couple interventions (Barraca et al.,
2024).

The transdiagnostic nature of ACT further supports its application in marital problems. ACT has been
investigated in relation to emotion regulation and treatment adherence (Rajabi, 2023), social anxiety
(Sahragard, 2024), empathy and forgiveness (Shavani, 2023), substance-use-related problems (Karekla et
al., 2025), and adjustment to difficult life circumstances (Lindsay, 2024). These applications suggest that
ACT targets general psychological processes rather than disorder-specific symptoms alone. Broader research
on psychosocial adjustment has also highlighted the importance of adaptive responses to difficult and persistent
experiences (Antonak et al., 2023), while studies on negative evaluation have demonstrated the psychological
consequences of maladaptive sensitivity to perceived judgment (Preston et al., 2023). Taken together, these
findings indicate that psychological flexibility may be particularly valuable for couples who remain trapped in
cycles of negative appraisal, anger, and maladaptive interaction.
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Despite growing evidence regarding ACT in marital interventions, relatively less attention has been paid to the
simultaneous examination of a negative cognitive-emotional process such as anger rumination and a positive
relational-perceptual process such as perceived sacrificial behavior. Investigating these two variables together
may provide a more comprehensive understanding of how ACT affects both intrapersonal and interpersonal
functioning. Therefore, the present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment-based training on anger rumination and perceived sacrificial behaviors in couples with marital
problems.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population consisted of all couples with marital problems who attended specialized family counseling centers
affiliated with the Justice Department in Babol in 1405 SH. Following institutional coordination and access to
eligible clients, 32 individuals, equivalent to 16 couples, were selected through convenience sampling.
Eligibility was determined on the basis of marital problems, willingness to participate, completion of informed
consent, a score below 125 on the Perceived Sacrificial Behaviors Questionnaire, and a score above 38 on the
Anger Rumination Scale. Participants were randomly assigned using a random-number procedure to an
experimental group and a control group, each consisting of 16 participants or 8 couples. Both groups completed
pretest assessments before the intervention. The experimental group then received eight one-hour sessions of
Acceptance and Commitment-based training, whereas the control group received no experimental intervention
during the study period. After completion of the intervention, both groups completed the posttest assessments.
Participants were informed that their information would remain confidential and that no individually
identifiable results would be disclosed without their consent.

Anger rumination was assessed using the Anger Rumination Scale developed by Sukhodolsky et al. The scale
contains 19 items distributed across four dimensions: angry afterthoughts, thoughts of revenge, angry
memories, and understanding of causes. Items are rated on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1, indicating
very little, to 4, indicating very much. Higher total scores indicate greater anger rumination. The reported
internal consistency of the original scale was high, and previous validation work also supported acceptable
construct validity and reliability.

Perceived sacrificial behavior was assessed using the 50-item questionnaire developed by Harper and
Figuerres. The first 25 items assess the respondent’s own sacrificial behaviors, while the second 25 items
assess the respondent’s perception of the partner’s sacrificial behaviors. Responses are provided on a five-
point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 to 5. The total score ranges from 50 to 250, with higher scores indicating
a greater level of sacrificial behavior and its perception within the couple relationship. Previous studies
reported acceptable internal consistency and construct validity for the scale.

The intervention protocol was based on the Acceptance and Commitment model and was delivered in eight
one-hour sessions. The first session focused on establishing the therapeutic relationship, introducing ACT,
explaining acceptance, commitment, and values, and completing the pretest. The second session addressed
mindfulness and cognitive defusion through present-moment attention and observation of thoughts without
judgment. The third session focused on acceptance of unpleasant internal experiences and emotional
willingness. The fourth introduced self-as-context and helped participants observe internal experiences without
identifying with them. The fifth session focused on clarification of personal and relational values and
formulation of meaningful goals. The sixth session emphasized committed action and translation of values into
concrete daily behaviors. The seventh reviewed progress, identified barriers, and strengthened coping
strategies. The eighth consolidated the learned skills, addressed relapse prevention, supported long-term
maintenance of changes, and included posttest assessment.
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Data analysis included descriptive and inferential statistics. Before conducting the primary analysis,
assumptions of parametric analysis were examined. Normality of the distributions was assessed using the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test together with skewness and kurtosis indices. Homogeneity of variances was
examined using Levene’s test. After the assumptions were confirmed, multivariate analysis of covariance was
used to compare the experimental and control groups on the combined dependent variables while controlling
for pretest scores. Pillai’s Trace, Wilks’ Lambda, Hotelling’s Trace, and Roy’s Largest Root were examined,
with a significance level of 0.05.

Findings

The study included 32 participants, corresponding to 16 couples. Sixteen participants, or 8 couples, were
assigned to the experimental group and 16 participants, or 8 couples, were assigned to the control group.
Because couples were enrolled as dyads, each group consisted of 8 women and 8 men, resulting in equal gender
distribution across the two groups.

The assumptions required for multivariate analysis of covariance were satisfied. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov
results indicated that the distributions of anger rumination and perceived sacrificial behaviors in both the
pretest and posttest phases did not significantly deviate from normality, because all corresponding significance
values exceeded 0.05. In addition, skewness and kurtosis values for all study variables were within the
acceptable range of -2 to +2, further supporting the assumption of normal distribution.

The homogeneity of variance assumption was also supported. For anger rumination, Levene’s test yielded F =
3.001 with a significance level of 0.154. For perceived sacrificial behaviors, Levene’s test produced F = 2.320
with a significance level of 0.215. Because both significance values were greater than 0.05, the equality of
variances across groups was accepted.

The multivariate analysis of covariance indicated a statistically significant overall difference between the
experimental and control groups after adjustment for pretest scores. Pillai’s Trace was 0.769, F(2,27) =44.987,
p < 0.001. Wikks’ Lambda was 0.231, F(2,27) = 44.987, p < 0.001. Hotelling’s Trace was 3.332, F(2,27) =
44,987, p < 0.001, and Roy’s Largest Root was also 3.332, F(2,27) =44.987, p <0.001. These results showed
that the experimental and control groups differed significantly in the combined dependent variables following
the intervention. The direction of the observed changes indicated that Acceptance and Commitment-based
training was associated with reduced anger rumination and improved perception of sacrificial behaviors in the
experimental group relative to the control group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study demonstrated that Acceptance and Commitment-based training had a significant effect on
anger rumination and perceived sacrificial behaviors among couples with marital problems. The multivariate
results indicated that the overall pattern of posttest scores differed significantly between the intervention and
control groups after adjustment for baseline differences. This suggests that the intervention affected not only
one isolated psychological outcome but the broader combination of cognitive-emotional and relational-
perceptual processes examined in the study.

The reduction in anger rumination can be explained by the central mechanisms of the intervention. Anger
rumination involves repetitive attention to anger-provoking experiences, perceived injustices, unresolved
grievances, and negative interpretations of interpersonal events. Such repetitive processing often prolongs
emotional activation and prevents individuals from disengaging from conflict-related thoughts. Acceptance
and Commitment-based training does not attempt to challenge or eliminate every anger-related thought.
Instead, it trains individuals to observe such thoughts without automatically treating them as accurate
descriptions of reality or as commands for action.

Cognitive defusion may therefore have been one of the main mechanisms underlying the observed reduction
in anger rumination. When participants learned to notice anger-related thoughts as mental events, they may
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have become less likely to repeatedly analyze, rehearse, and emotionally reactivate previous conflicts.
Mindfulness and present-moment awareness may also have redirected attention away from repetitive
reconstruction of past marital disagreements and toward ongoing experience. At the same time, acceptance
skills may have reduced the need to suppress or avoid unpleasant emotional states, thereby decreasing the
struggle that can maintain rumination.

The findings regarding perceived sacrificial behaviors can be interpreted through changes in cognitive and
emotional processing. In distressed relationships, persistent anger and resentment can create a negative
interpretive filter through which a partner’s behavior is evaluated. Supportive or sacrificial acts may be
overlooked, minimized, or interpreted as insincere. When participants became less fused with negative
relationship-related thoughts and more capable of observing emotions without immediate reaction, they may
have been better able to evaluate their partner’s behavior with greater flexibility.

Values clarification and committed action may also have contributed to this change. By identifying values such
as mutual respect, intimacy, loyalty, cooperation, and care, participants were encouraged to evaluate their own
behaviors in relation to broader relationship goals rather than short-term emotional reactions. This shift may
have increased attention to relationship-maintaining behaviors and made positive partner behaviors more
salient. As the interaction pattern became less dominated by anger and defensive responses, participants may
also have become more capable of recognizing and appreciating acts of sacrifice within the relationship.

The combined effect on anger rumination and perceived sacrificial behaviors is theoretically important because
it suggests that the intervention may operate across both intrapersonal and interpersonal levels. Anger
rumination primarily reflects the individual’s internal processing of negative emotional experiences, whereas
perceived sacrificial behavior reflects interpretation of the partner’s relational behavior. Improvement in both
areas suggests that the intervention may alter the way individuals relate to their own thoughts and emotions
while simultaneously changing how they perceive interpersonal experiences.

The findings also have practical relevance for marital counseling. Couples who experience recurrent marital
problems may remain trapped in self-reinforcing cycles in which negative interpretations produce anger, anger
promotes rumination, rumination strengthens hostile appraisals, and hostile appraisals further reduce
recognition of positive partner behavior. Acceptance and Commitment-based training may help interrupt this
cycle by reducing cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance while increasing present-moment awareness
and value-consistent action.

Another important implication is that effective couple intervention may require more than simply reducing
conflict. The quality of a relationship also depends on whether partners are able to recognize positive behavior,
interpret supportive actions accurately, and respond in ways consistent with long-term relational values. The
observed improvement in perceived sacrificial behavior indicates that interventions focusing on psychological
flexibility may help couples develop a more balanced perception of relationship experiences rather than merely
reducing negative symptoms.

In conclusion, Acceptance and Commitment-based training was effective in reducing anger rumination and
improving perceived sacrificial behaviors in couples with marital problems. The intervention appears to have
facilitated a shift from repetitive anger-related cognitive processing toward greater psychological flexibility,
acceptance, mindful awareness, and value-guided behavior. At the same time, these changes may have enabled
participants to interpret their partners’ positive and sacrificial behaviors more accurately and constructively.
These findings support the use of Acceptance and Commitment-based approaches as a potentially useful
intervention in couple counseling and marital therapy, particularly when relationship difficulties are
characterized by persistent anger, repetitive negative thinking, and diminished recognition of positive partner
behavior.
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