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Low fundamental and formant 
frequencies predict fighting ability 
among male mixed martial arts 
fighters
Toe Aung1, Stefan Goetz2, John Adams2, Clint McKenna3, Catherine Hess1, Stiven Roytman2, 
Joey T. Cheng4, Samuele Zilioli2 & David Puts1*

Human voice pitch is highly sexually dimorphic and eminently quantifiable, making it an ideal 
phenotype for studying the influence of sexual selection. In both traditional and industrial 
populations, lower pitch in men predicts mating success, reproductive success, and social status and 
shapes social perceptions, especially those related to physical formidability. Due to practical and 
ethical constraints however, scant evidence tests the central question of whether male voice pitch and 
other acoustic measures indicate actual fighting ability in humans. To address this, we examined pitch, 
pitch variability, and formant position of 475 mixed martial arts (MMA) fighters from an elite fighting 
league, with each fighter’s acoustic measures assessed from multiple voice recordings extracted 
from audio or video interviews available online (YouTube, Google Video, podcasts), totaling 1312 
voice recording samples. In four regression models each predicting a separate measure of fighting 
ability (win percentages, number of fights, Elo ratings, and retirement status), no acoustic measure 
significantly predicted fighting ability above and beyond covariates. However, after fight statistics, 
fight history, height, weight, and age were used to extract underlying dimensions of fighting ability 
via factor analysis, pitch and formant position negatively predicted “Fighting Experience” and “Size” 
factor scores in a multivariate regression model, explaining 3–8% of the variance. Our findings suggest 
that lower male pitch and formants may be valid cues of some components of fighting ability in men.

Sexually dimorphic vocalizations appear to have been shaped by sexual selection across a variety of species, 
including Australian field crickets (Teleogryllus oceanicus)1, túngara frogs (Physalaemus pustulosus)2, common 
loons (Gavia immer)3, red deer (Cervus elaphus)4, chacma baboons (Papio ursinus)5, and other anthropoid 
 primates6, including humans (Homo sapiens)7. Pitch is the most perceptually salient acoustic characteristic of 
the human voice and is determined primarily by fundamental frequency (fo), the rate of vocal fold vibration 
during  phonation8. Pubertal increases in circulating testosterone and abundant androgen receptors in the vocal 
 folds9 cause male vocal folds to grow approximately 60% longer than those of  women8. Consequently, men’s 
vocal folds vibrate at lower frequencies, and men speak at approximately half the fo of  women6, a difference of 
about five standard  deviations10.

Cross-species comparison suggests that sexual dimorphism in fo is likely to evolve under conditions of intense 
male-male competition in anthropoid  primates6. Among humans living in both traditional and industrial popula-
tions, lower male fo predicts mating success, reproductive success, and social  status11 and conveys the impression 
that the speaker is more physically  formidable7,12–16. Because low fo reliably distinguishes adult males from adult 
females and children, it is a valid cue of physical formidability among humans  generally17. More puzzling, how-
ever, is the abundance of evidence suggesting that listeners readily use fo as a cue for inferring a variety of traits 
even within sex, attributing greater size, strength, and formidability to adult male voices with lower fo

12,14,18,19. 
Yet, scholars debate the accuracy of these  perceptions11,17,18,20,21. According to one hypothesis, attention to men’s 
fo is the perceptual by-product of a broader tendency to associate low-frequency sounds with physically larger 
sources. Hence, listeners may perceive low frequencies to be intimidating even when fo is unrelated to the size 
of the sound  producer18,21. However, lower fo has been found to predict men’s status, as well as mating and 
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reproductive  success17. If these benefits were obtained partly through the influence of fo on social impressions, 
then deferring to men with low fo appears to have important costs that could be compensated only if there is an 
adaptive advantage to doing  so11,17. Selection should favor inattention to individual differences in men’s fo unless 
the signal is at least partly  honest22,23.

Previous studies have investigated the information content of fo by exploring relationships with perceived 
formidability and its correlates such as size, strength, and hormonal concentrations. Participants can rapidly 
and accurately assess strength from men’s  voices19,24. Although some studies have reported null findings between 
voice pitch and measures of  strength25–28,  testosterone27,29,30, and  health31 among men, meta-analyses indicate 
that low fo in men predicts greater height (r ~ − 0.2)32, testosterone concentrations (r ~ − 0.2)17, and upper-body 
strength (r ~ − 0.1)17. Although the strengths of these relationships are notably weak, each measure is an imper-
fect correlate of formidability, and any relationship between fo and overall formidability would be attenuated 
by error in quantifying formidability with a single correlate such as height. In addition, associations between 
fo and testosterone were found to be stronger among men with lower cortisol  levels6,33, a pattern of hormonal 
associations that may reflect greater  immunocompetence34. Lower male fo has been reported to be associated 
with elevated mucosal  immunity29 and energetic  condition35.

Despite the growing interest in the human male voice as a target of sexual selection, scant evidence directly 
tests the central question raised by the strong effects of fo on perceived formidability: Does low fo predict actual 
ability in physical confrontations among men? One means of circumventing the practical and ethical constraints 
on addressing this question is by utilizing data from men who engage in fighting for sport. In the only previous 
study of this type of which we are  aware28, vocal fo did not predict win percentage among 29 male mixed martial 
arts (MMA) fighters. In this small group of fighters, fo was obtained from a standardized passage (i.e., counting 
from 1 to 10) recorded on the day prior to competing in the IMMAF European Open Championships. This study 
was underpowered for detecting what is likely to be a small to moderate effect. Difficulties inherent to quantify-
ing small differences in fighting ability among the upper echelons of competitive fighters, as well as naturally 
occurring within-individual variability in acoustic parameters across  contexts13,16,36–38, means that any strong 
empirical tests and efforts to precisely estimate effect size will require large samples, combined with multiple 
measures of both fighting ability (i.e., beyond win percentages) and acoustic parameters of interest.

In the current pre-registered study, we obtained 1312 voice samples from interviews of 475 MMA fighters 
from an elite fighting league. From these samples, we measured fo and several other sexually dimorphic acoustic 
parameters that have previously been linked with dominance, including fo variability (fo-SD), formant disper-
sion (Df), and formant position (Pf)10,32,39. Lower fo-SD indicates a more monotone voice, and both Df and Pf 
are inversely related to vocal tract length and negatively influence perceptions of vocal timbre. Df measures the 
average distance between successive formant (resonant) frequencies (in Hz) for the first n (usually 4) formants, 
whereas Pf is the average standardized formant value for the first n (usually 4) formants and measures how high 
or low formants are on average in standard deviations from the sample  mean10. We tested the pre-registered 
hypotheses that lower, more male-typical fo, fo-SD, Df, and Pf predict prevailing in physical confrontations, 
defined as fighting success indexed by fight outcomes and statistics across multiple physical encounters. We 
adhered to our pre-registered plans and conducted analyses using both Df and Pf. However, at the request of a 
reviewer, we report only Pf as the formant measure in our main manuscript, as Df is a less precise measure of 
formant  structure10,32,40. Results involving Df can be found in our result output document available online. In 
our initial pre-registration, we planned to assess fighting ability via three measures of fighting success outcomes: 
total number of fights, Elo rating, and retirement status. However the reasons outlined below in our exploratory 
analyses section (i.e., fighting ability is likely a multidimensional construct), such separate measures are unlikely 
to fully capture fighting ability. Thus, we went beyond our pre-registered plans to additionally extract distinct 
dimensions of fighting ability via factor analysis of all fighting-related measures obtained in our study (height, 
weight, years active, age, total number of fights, Elo rating, retirement status, and win percentage) and explore 
how these dimensions were associated with fo and other acoustic measures.

Results
Pre‑registered analyses. In multilevel models with individual acoustic measures as sole predictors (Fig 
S1), lower fo (b = − 0.11, p = 0.010), fo-SD (b = − 0.11, p = 0.021), and Pf (b = − 0.15, p < 0.001) significantly pre-
dicted total number of fights, only Pf (b = − 0.15, p = 0.030) predicted Elo ratings, and no acoustic measures pre-
dicted retirement status (Table S2). Zero-order correlations between best linear unbiased estimates of acoustic 
parameters and measures of fighting success produced similar results (Table 1). When all four acoustic measures 
and covariates, such as height and weight, were entered simultaneously as predictors of fighting success (includ-
ing win percentage, an exploratory, non-pre-registered variable), none reached conventional levels of signifi-
cance, indicating that acoustic measures did not explain unique variance over and above each other (Table S3). 
This is perhaps unsurprising given that some acoustic measures are positively correlated and thus share some 
degree of overlapping variance (see Table 1).

Exploratory analyses. Two key issues likely complicated our initial pre-registered assessments of fighting 
ability. The first issue is that although single measures of fighting ability, such as Elo ratings and win percentage, 
are correlated (r = 0.37; Table 1) and thus internally consistent, there are limitations to each; for example, fighters 
with no losses have a win percentage of 100% regardless of their number of fights. To address this issue, we con-
ducted a principal axis factoring to reduce the set of eight fighting ability-related measures (height, weight, years 
active, age, total number of fights, Elo rating, retirement status, and win percentage) into dimensional factors 
(n = 3) using the “nFactors”  package41, and rotated factors with the Varimax method using the “psych”  package42. 
As shown in Table 3, onto Factor 1 (which we label “Fighting Experience”), number of fights, years active, age, 
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and Elo rating loaded most strongly. Onto Factor 2 (“Fighting Success”), retirement status, win percentage, Elo 
rating, and years active loaded most strongly. Finally, onto Factor 3 (“Size”), height and weight loaded most 
strongly. Factor scores on each of these 3 factors were then used as dependent variables, in separate regression 
models, with all acoustic measures as predictors (Table 2). Results from these models indicate that Pf negatively 
predicted Fighting Experience, whereas fo and Pf negatively predicted Size (Fig S2). To strengthen our findings, 
we also conducted a structural equation model that takes measurement error into account and obtained the 
same pattern of results and acceptable model fit (Fig. 1). 

A second issue, highlighted by our principal axis factoring, is that fighting ability is multidimensional. 
Although Fighting Experience explained the most variance in fighting ability-related variables (27%), Fight-
ing Success (23%) and Size (22%) also explained substantial proportions and captured unique components of 
fighting ability. For example, fighters compete only against opponents within the same weight class. Body size 
is sufficiently decisive in fights to necessitate weight classes; a 52.2 kg strawweight fighter and a 120.2 kg heavy-
weight fighter with identical Elo ratings, win percentage, and so forth are not equivalent in fighting ability, for 
instance. To test whether fighting ability relates to an acoustic parameter such as fo, it is important to consider 
all major components of fighting ability simultaneously. Although the structural equation model reported above 
considered all three extracted components of fighting ability, structural equation models test association, not 
significance, as their main function is to evaluate whether the model conforms to the  data43. To test whether fo 
and other acoustic parameters predict overall fighting ability, we therefore conducted a multivariate regression 
model where Fighting Experience, Fighting Success and Size were simultaneously entered as dependent variables 
and acoustic measures as predictors (Table 4). We observed statistically significant relationships between fighting 
ability and both fo and Pf, but not fo-SD. When we compared the multivariate model with all acoustic measures to 
the model with only fo and Pf as predictors, we found that the latter model performed as well as the former. Both 
fo and Pf negatively predicted Fighting Experience and Size but neither predicted Fighting Success. We obtained 
similar results when fo and Pf were entered as single predictors in separate multivariate regression models (Fig. 2). 

Discussion
Sexual dimorphism in fo likely arose in the common ancestor of the catarrhine primates after their divergence 
from the New World  monkeys6 approximately 43.5mya44 and appears to have been subsequently elaborated or 
reduced depending on the form and degree of male mating  competition6. Relatively low male fo may have evolved 
as a means of exaggerating the appearance of size to same-sex competitors and/or potential  mates6,18, but there 
is considerable debate regarding whether male fo is purely  deceptive20,21,45 or provides any reliable information 
about formidability in  men11,17,33.

Table 1.  Zero-order correlations among study variables. Acoustic variables are computed as the best linear 
unbiased measures for multiple recordings measured at the individual level by using micro-macro multi-level 
 modeling73, which is preferred to using simple group  means74. p < .05*, p < .01**, p < .001 ***.

Variable status fo fo-SD Pf Height Weight Active years Age Total fights Elo rating Retirement

fo-SD 0.48***

Pf 0.24*** 0.21***

Height − 0.18*** − 0.10* − 0.24***

Weight − 0.15** − 0.08 − 0.27*** 0.74***

Active years − 0.10* − 0.10* − 0.08* 0.08 0.17***

Age − 0.17*** − 0.09 − 0.20*** 0.11* 0.30*** 0.30***

Total fights − 0.11* − 0.09* − 0.13** 0.11* 0.21*** 0.73*** 0.44***

Elo rating − 0.04 − 0.03 − 0.11* 0.16** 0.23*** 0.47*** 0.15** 0.41***

Retirement status − 0.04 − 0.01 − 0.03 0.07 0.05 − 0.31*** 0.20*** 0.09 − 0.22***

Win percentage − 0.03 − 0.01 − 0.05 0.02 0.03 0.31*** 0.03 0.20*** 0.37*** − 0.37***

Table 2.  Results of micro–macro multi-level models predicting three component measures of fight metrics 
from acoustic measures. Results are reported as effect size (p-value). Effect sizes are beta-weights, except 
for retirment status, which is odds ratio. In all models, the variance inflation factor (VIF) of each predictor 
was < 1.5. fo = fundamental frequency; fo-SD = Variability in fundamental frequency; Pf = formant position.

Predictors

Factors

Fighting Experience Fighting Success Size

Intercept − 0.01 (.903) 0.01 (.976) − 0.01 (.966)

fo − 0.10 (.059) 0.04 (.405) − 0.13 (.018)

fo-SD − 0.04 (.507) − 0.04 (.633) 0.04 (.534)

Pf − 0.20 (.002) 0.02 (.832) − 0.32 (< .001)

R2 0.04 0.01 0.08
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To shed light on this debate, we investigated whether fo is associated with fighting ability among a large sample 
of male MMA fighters. Results of our pre-registered analyses were generally in the direction of lower fo predicting 
greater fighting ability but were mixed in terms of statistical significance. When we addressed the limitations of 
these analyses by creating more precise measures of fighting ability and accounting for the contributions of the 
distinct dimensions revealed through principal axis factoring, we found that lower fo was associated with greater 
fighting ability in all analyses. In the statistical model that most precisely measured fighting ability by including 
principal axis factors related to fighting experience, fighting success, and body size, fo predicted fighting ability 
generally and specifically components of fighting ability related to experience and size, but not within-weight 
class fighting success. Overall, these results suggest that low fo is an honest cue of formidability in men (Table 3).

Effect sizes were small, however. Even when fighting ability was measured most precisely, fo explained only 
1–3% of the variance (Table 4). On the one hand, the strength of these associations accords with theoretical 
predictions derived from the fact that signaling is multimodal and multi-component17. On the other hand, it is 
important to emphasize that relationships between fo and fighting success among MMA fighters may underesti-
mate those in the general population due to range restriction on fighting ability. Among elephant seals, the body 
length of males who occupied the center of harems correlated with neither maximum harem size nor tenure 
length on the beach during the breeding  season46. However, when all males were analyzed together, including 
those that were peripheral to or outside of the harem, male body length explained 17% of the variation in tenure 
length on the beach. The degree to which fo correlates with fighting ability in the general population has yet to 
be tested for obvious ethical reasons.

Voice pitch and other acoustic variables are modulated across social contexts, including those related to 
perceived fighting ability relative to a  competitor13,47, relative dominance and  prestige48,  authority36, current 
aggressive  intent49, emergent  rank16, and volitional  exaggeration50,51. On the one hand, if voice pitch is modulated 
in relation to self-perceived relative formidability and status, as this prior research indicates, then it is possible 
that any voice modulation of fighters during interviews could have strengthened relationships between acoustic 
parameters and measures of fighting ability in the present study. On the other hand, if voice modulation is less 
patterned or less dependent upon perceived relative formidability, then this would introduce noise in measuring 
individual differences in voices, which would tend to weaken relationships between acoustic parameters and true 
fighting ability. In these data based on naturalistic observations, although we cannot rule out that some fighters 
may have modulated their voice pitch or other vocal parameters during interviews to sound stronger, we sought 
to strengthen our measures of individual differences in acoustic traits by sampling across multiple interview occa-
sions. Indeed, we found that acoustic measures were consistent across fighters, even between pre- and post-fight 
conditions in the subset of our sample for which this information was available (see Supplemental Procedures 

Figure 1.  Path diagram for a structural equation model highlighting standardized associations among all 
observed (rectangular) and latent (oval) variables. We first fitted an orthogonal model, but allowing residual 
correlations between latent variables significantly improved the model (p < .001). Note. fo = fundamental 
frequency; fo-SD = Variability in fundamental frequency; Pf = formant position; X2 = model chi square; 
CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; SRMR = standardized root 
mean square residual. p < .05*, p < .01**, p < .001 ***.
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for details), and we attempted to capture more stable individual acoustic differences rather than measurements 
specific to particular recording conditions by using the unbiased linear estimates across recordings for each 
fighter in all analyses.

Only one previous study of which we are  aware28 examined links between fighting success and fo or other 
acoustic measures and found that acoustic measures did not predict win percentage among male MMA fighters. 
Likewise, in our bivariate correlation analysis, we did not find a significant relationship between win percentage 

Figure 2.  Relationships between fighting ability components and acoustic measures. The relationship between 
fundamental frequency (left column) and formant frequency (right column) are plotted against Fighting 
Experience (top row), Fighting Success (middle row), and Size (bottom row).

Table 3.  Component axis analysis for measures related to fighting ability. Loadings that were above |0.4| are 
bolded. Factors are named descriptively according to the variables that load most strongly onto them. Empty 
cells indicate factor loadings <|0.1|.

Predictors

Factors

Factor 1: Fighting Experience Factor 2: Fighting Success Factor 3: Size

Number of fights 0.90 0.13

Years active 0.74 0.48

Age 0.72 − 0.27 0.16

Elo rating 0.44 0.56 0.21

Weight 0.19 0.91

Retirement status 0.19 − 0.81

Win percentage 0.15 0.73

Height 0.93

Variance explained 0.27 0.23 0.22
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and vocal fo (Table 1), although lower fo predicted a greater number of UFC matches. Our ability in subsequent 
analyses to detect relationships between fo and fighting ability where a previous study did  not28 may have been 
due in part to our examination of a larger sample of fighters (474 vs. 29), along with longer total voice samples 
from each fighter (approximately 85 s vs. 8 s).

Our use of unstandardized, spontaneous speech samples also offered enhanced ecological  validity47, and 
although this approach adds noise to the measurement of individual differences in acoustic parameters, previ-
ous research shows strong correspondence across speech and/or vocalization types for both  fundamental52 and 
 formant10 frequencies. Moreover, the best linear unbiased composite estimates of acoustic measures from multiple 
voice recordings of each fighter, along with relatively long (> 85 s) average total speech samples from individual 
fighters, provided reliable estimates of individual differences in acoustic features.

Perhaps most importantly, we extracted component variables via factor analysis to produce more comprehen-
sive measures of fighting ability than can be offered by individual measures such as Elo rating or win percentage. 
For example, win percentage alone is an imperfect indicator of fighting success because fighters with fewer fights 
and losses can achieve higher win  rates53,54 and because win percentage does not account for the strength of 
opponents as Elo ratings do. Our factor analysis addressed such limitations and produced three unique compo-
nents of fighting ability, which we termed Fighting Experience, Fighting Success, and Size. Fighting Experience 
reflects the component of flighting ability most strongly related to total number of fights but also strongly related 
to years active in the UFC and age. Given that Elo ratings also loaded positively onto this component, it may 
represent the component of fighting skill attributable to experience. Fighting Success reflects a component of 
fighting ability related to a history of winning in one’s weight class that is relatively unrelated to experience or 
size, perhaps tapping characteristics such as speed, agility, and strength for one’s size. The extracted Size factor 
reflects the component of fighting ability related to height and weight. Larger size is generally associated with 
lower fo across  mammals55 and is a major determinant of dominance and social status across  species56–60. Physical 
size is such a strong determinant of outcomes in combat sports such as wrestling, boxing, and martial arts that 
weight classes are needed to prevent dangerous lopsided contests, and fighters are willing to sacrifice energy and 
hydration by cutting weight to fight smaller opponents. Parallel to findings in previous  studies32,61, fighters’ fo 
predicted their height and weight, as well as their Size factor scores.

Our orthogonal factor analysis extracted independent components of fighting ability, maximizing the variance 
among items and facilitating interpretation. A structural equation model further confirmed the structure of our 
proposed components of fighting ability, but allowing residual correlations between latent variables produces a 
better model fit. These analyses highlight the importance of considering fighting ability across related measures 
instead of using a single measure of fighting experience, fighting success, or size. Because fighting ability measures 
(e.g., win percentage and number of fights) reflect weight division-specific measures, results from analyses that 
do not incorporate the influence of fighter’s weight (Table 1) may be less valid than others (Table 4).

Although not the focus of the present paper, other sexually dimorphic acoustic parameters were associated 
with fighting ability. In correlation analyses, lower fo-SD and Pf predicted a greater number of UFC fight matches, 
and lower Pf predicted higher Elo ratings (Table 1). In addition, Pf predicted overall measures of fighting ability 
in the multivariate regression model (Fig. 2) and independently predicted Fighting Experience and Size (Fig. S2). 
Our findings extend those from previous studies showing that Pf predicts objective measures of threat potential, 
such as  size32, strength, and physical  aggression10, as well as perceived fighting  ability14,62, and suggest that Pf 
communicates size-independent information about vocalizers’ physical formidability.

Table 4.  Results of a multi-variate regression model. Results are reported as effect size (p-value). Effect 
sizes are beta-weights, except for Pillai’s trace test statistics. fo = fundamental frequency; fo-SD = Variability in 
fundamental frequency; Pf = formant position.

Fighting Experience Fighting Success Size Pillai test

Model 1

fo − 0.10 (.903) 0.05 (.429) − 0.13 (.017) 0.02 (.019)

fo-SD − 0.04 (.577) − 0.04 (.604) 0.04 (.536) 0.01 (.819)

Pf − 0.20 (.005) 0.02 (.829) − 0.32 (< .001) 0.06 (< .001)

R2 0.04 0.01 0.08

Model 2

fo − 0.11 (.022) 0.03 (.539) − 0.12 (.018) 0.02 (.008)

Pf − 0.15 (.016) − 0.01 (.954) − 0.31 (< .001) 0.07 (< .001)

R2 0.03 0.01 0.08

Model 3

fo − 0.14 (.003) 0.03 (.536) − 0.17 (< .001) 0.05 (< .001)

R2 0.02 0.01 0.03

Model 4

Pf − 0.19 (.002) 0.01 (.927) − 0.35 (< .001) 0.09 (< .001)

R2 0.02 0.01 0.07
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A potential statistical issue concerns the use of uncorrected p-values associated with multiple tests. However, 
the adjustment of p-values, such as Bonferroni correction, not only decreases the rates of Type I error, but also 
increases the rates of Type II error and has been highly  criticized63. Additional analyses used in this study, such 
as multi-level  modeling64, multi-variate regression, and structural equation modeling, that consider dependent 
variables simultaneously should reduce concerns associated with multiple comparisons.

In general, our findings are consistent with the broader perspective that men’s anatomy, behavior, and psychol-
ogy have been shaped by an evolutionary history of contest  competition27,65, the use of force or threat of force 
to exclude same-sex competitors from  mates59. Contest competition should favor psychological mechanisms 
to attend to and assess the formidability and threat potential of  competitors19. People can accurately assess 
physical strength from  body19 and  face66 images. For example, sexually dimorphic facial cues predict fighting 
ability among MMA  fighters33,67 but  see68, and using these cues participants can predict fighting outcomes above 
 chance69. The voice appears to be another aspect of the phenotype that indicates  formidability10,13,19; we showed 
that fo was associated with both body size and fighting experience (independent of body size) among male 
MMA fighters. Although associations between measures of fighting ability and fo and other sexually dimorphic 
acoustic parameters were small, they comport with the notion that fo is but one of many components of a vocal 
acoustic signal, and that voices represent one of many signals of men’s  formidability17. A deep, resonant voice 
clearly indicates status as a physically mature or maturing male. Our findings support the further possibility that 
attention to differences in voice pitch among men may be functional as well, as fo and other sexually dimorphic 
components of men’s voices appear to provide information about differences in men’s threat potential.

Method
Samples. Out of all fighters in the MMA promotion company Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) who 
were active up to the end of 2013 (UFC event 168, 12/28/2013), we obtained data on 475 fighters for our analyses 
(see Supplemental Procedures for details). Data were not collected after 2013, as there was a spike in the number 
of UFC events in 2014 that may have confounded results. Following prior  work54, we included only experienced 
fighters, defined as those who have fought at least 10 professional fights, at least one of which was in the UFC.

Fighting ability measurement. We obtained fighters’ age, height, weight, total number of fights, and total 
number of wins from Wikipedia and Sherdog websites. Because, during the sampling period, fighters who expe-
rienced three consecutive losses were likely eliminated from the  UFC70, only relatively successful fighters were 
likely to remain in the UFC. To measure long-term fighting ability, we obtained the retirement status (whether 
the fighter retired between 2013 and 2018) and calculated the total number of years a fighter was active (the total 
number of years between the fighter’s first UFC fight and his last UFC fight between 2013 and 2018). In addition, 
we obtained Elo-equivalent ratings as another measure of fighting ability for each fighter. These are computer-
ized objective rankings generated by the FightMatrix website that utilizes a proprietary engine (CIRRS – Combat 
Intelli-Rating and Ranking System) and a comprehensive MMA fight database to adjust ratings according to 
each fighter’s wins and losses and the records of opponents. For descriptive statistics on fighting ability measures, 
see Table S1.

Acoustic measurement. To provide a more precise measure of person-level fo, we attempted to collect 
multiple (up to five) voice samples from each fighter samples (range = 1–5, M = 2.76, SD = 1.15) from unique 
audio and video interviews obtained from YouTube, video.google.com, or podcasts from radio shows and down-
loaded as .wav files. We prioritized pre-fight recordings but also obtained post-fight recordings, identifying them 
accordingly in our dataset. Secondary sounds (e.g., background noise, interviewers’ voices) were removed from 
downloaded recordings so that only the voice of each fighter was extracted. A mean of 30.99 s (range = 4–594.98, 
SD = 55.62) of a fighter’s voice was extracted from each interview, so that the combined length of all voice sam-
ples from a fighter averaged 85.32 s (range = 5.43–1099.33, SD = 133.75). We then used Praat to measure fo, fo-SD, 
Df, and Pf from each voice sample. For mean fo and fo-SD, pitch floor was set to 75 Hz, and pitch ceiling was set 
to 300 Hz in accordance with programmer recommendations. Otherwise, default settings were used. For Df and 
Pf  calculations10, f1 through f4 were measured at each glottal pulse (automated detection by Praat) and averaged 
across measurements. Before analyses, we removed one fighter from our sample whose Pf measurement was 7.5 
SD above the mean, a decision not specified in our pre-registration document. Our final sample comprised 1311 
recordings from 474 fighters (see Supplemental Procedures for details).

Data analysis
Most common multilevel models focus on macro–micro conditions; a mix of both lower micro-level (level 1) 
and higher macro-level (level 2) explanatory variables are used to predict lower micro-level (level 1)  outcomes71. 
However, our data diverge from this typical condition, as they exhibit the opposite micro–macro pattern, with our 
acoustic measures predictors collected multiple times for (that is, nested within) the same fighter (level 1), and 
our dependent variables (e.g., fighting ability) captured for each fighter (level 2). Given this somewhat anoma-
lous feature of our data, predicting level 2 variables from level 1 variables using standard multilevel techniques 
would produce statistically biased  results72. To circumvent these issues, we used the “MicroMacroMultilevel” 
 package73 in R that allows micro–macro multi-level  models74 by producing the best linear unbiased predictors 
(BLUPs) for all group aggregates of variables measured at the lowest level. All acoustic measures and covariates, 
including Elo ratings, were z-scored before analyses (see Table 1 for correlations among study variables), so all 
results reported below represent standardized effects. All analyses were conducted using R 3.6.1. Three mod-
els in our pre-registered tests were estimated, each with a different dependent variable—a given fighter’s total 
number of fights, Elo ratings, and retirement status. For each dependent variable, the BLUP of the group mean 
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for each acoustic measure was entered as the sole predictor in our multi-level models. In subsequent models, all 
four BLUPs of the group mean for acoustic measures were simultaneously entered as predictor variables, and 
fighters’ height, weight, age, and number of active years were entered as additional level 2 covariates. Detailed 
methods for additional tests are described above. Data and scripts for all analyses are made available online (see 
Supplemental Procedures).

Ethics. Data were obtained from online sources that are are freely available to public.

Data availability
The raw data and scripts for all our models are also made available online at https ://osf.io/md6wj /?view_
only=81cf6 446a9 0448a 594e1 e1ec6 b25ce 59.

Received: 16 June 2020; Accepted: 8 December 2020

References
 1. Tregenza, T., Simmons, L. W., Wedell, N. & Zuk, M. Female preference for male courtship song and its role as a signal of immune 

function and condition. Anim. Behav. 72, 809–818 (2006).
 2. Guerra, M. A., Ryan, M. J. & Cannatella, D. C. Ontogeny of sexual dimorphism in the larynx of the túngara frog Physalaemus 

pustulosus. Copeia 2014, 123–129 (2014).
 3. Mager, J. N. III., Walcott, C. & Piper, W. H. Male common loons, Gavia immer, communicate body mass and condition through 

dominant frequencies of territorial yodels. Anim. Behav. 73, 683–690 (2007).
 4. Reby, D., Charlton, B. D., Locatelli, Y. & Mccomb, K. Oestrous red deer hinds prefer male roars with higher fundamental frequen-

cies. Proc. R. Soc. B Biol. Sci. 277, 2747–2753 (2010).
 5. Kitchen, D. M., Seyfarth, R. M., Fischer, J. & Cheney, D. L. Loud calls as indicators of dominance in male baboons (Papio cyno-

cephalus ursinus). Behav. Ecol. Sociobiol. 53, 374–384 (2003).
 6. Puts, D. A. et al. Sexual selection on male vocal fundamental frequency in humans and other anthropoids. Proc. R. Soc. B Biol. Sci. 

283, 0–7 (2016).
 7. Rosenfield, K. A., Sorokowska, A., Sorokowski, P. & Puts, D. A. Sexual selection for low male voice pitch among Amazonian 

forager-horticulturists. Evol. Hum. Behav. 41, 3–11 (2020).
 8. Titze, I. R. Principles of Voice Production (National Center for Voice and Speech, 2000).
 9. Markova, D. et al. Age- and sex-related variations in vocal-tract morphology and voice acoustics during adolescence. Horm. Behav. 

81, 84–96 (2016).
 10. Puts, D. A., Apicella, C. L. & Cárdenas, R. A. Masculine voices signal men’s threat potential in forager and industrial societies. 

Proc. R. Soc. B Biol. Sci. 279, 601–609 (2012).
 11. Puts, D. A. et al. Does men’s voice pitch signal formidability? A reply to Feinberg. Trends Ecol. Evol. 34, 189–190 (2019).
 12. Feinberg, D. R., Jones, B. C., Little, A. C., Burt, D. M. & Perrett, D. I. Manipulations of fundamental and formant frequencies 

influence the attractiveness of human male voices. Anim. Behav. 69, 561–568 (2005).
 13. Puts, D. A., Gaulin, S. J. C. & Verdolini, K. Dominance and the evolution of sexual dimorphism in human voice pitch. Evol. Hum. 

Behav. 27, 283–296 (2006).
 14. Puts, D. A., Hodges, C. R., Cárdenas, R. A. & Gaulin, S. J. C. Men’s voices as dominance signals: vocal fundamental and formant 

frequencies influence dominance attributions among men. Evol. Hum. Behav. 28, 340–344 (2007).
 15. Saxton, T. K., Mackey, L. L., McCarty, K. & Neave, N. A lover or a fighter? Opposing sexual selection pressures on men’s vocal pitch 

and facial hair. Behav. Ecol. 27, 512–519 (2016).
 16. Cheng, J. T., Tracy, J. L., Ho, S. & Henrich, J. Listen, follow me: dynamic vocal signals of dominance predict emergent social rank 

in humans. J. Exp. Psychol. Gen. 145, 1–12 (2016).
 17. Aung, T. & Puts, D. A. Voice pitch: a window into the communication of social power. Curr. Opin. Psychol. 33, 154–161 (2020).
 18. Rendall, D., Vokey, J. R. & Nemeth, C. Lifting the curtain on the Wizard of Oz: biased voice-based impressions of speaker size. J. 

Exp. Psychol. Hum. Percept. Perform. 33, 1208–1219 (2007).
 19. Sell, A. et al. Adaptations in humans for assessing physical strength from the voice. Proc. R. Soc. B Biol. Sci. 277, 3509–3518 (2010).
 20. Feinberg, D. R., Jones, B. C. & Armstrong, M. M. No evidence that men’s voice pitch signals formidability. Trends Ecol. Evol. 34, 

190–192 (2019).
 21. Armstrong, M. M., Lee, A. J. & Feinberg, D. R. A house of cards: Bias in perception of body size mediates the relationship between 

voice pitch and perceptions of dominance. Anim. Behav. 147, 43–51 (2019).
 22. Dawkins, R. & Krebs, J. R. Animal signals: Information or manipulation? In Behavioral Ecology: An Evolutionary Approach (eds. 

Krebs, J. R. & Davies, N. B.) 282–309 (Sinauer Associates, Inc., Sunderland, 1978).
 23. Searcy, W. A. & Nowicki, S. The Evolution of Animal Communication: Reliability and Deception in Signaling Systems (Princeton 

University Press, Princeton, 2005).
 24. Raine, J., Id, K. P., Bond, R., Simner, J. & Reby, D. Human roars communicate upper-body strength more effectively than do screams 

or aggressive and distressed speech. PLoS ONE 14, e0213034 (2019).
 25. Han, C. et al. No clear evidence for correlations between handgrip strength and sexually dimorphic acoustic properties of voices. 

Am. J. Hum. Biol. 30, 1–4 (2018).
 26. Sell, A. et al. Human adaptations for the visual assessment of strength and fighting ability from the body and face. Proc. R. Soc. B 

Biol. Sci. 276, 575–584 (2009).
 27. Kordsmeyer, T. L., Hunt, J., Puts, D. A., Ostner, J. & Penke, L. The relative importance of intra- and intersexual selection on human 

male sexually dimorphic traits. Evol. Hum. Behav. 39, 424–436 (2018).
 28. Šebesta, P., Třebický, V., Fialová, J. & Havlíček, J. Roar of a champion: Loudness and voice pitch predict perceived fighting ability 

in MMA fighters. Front. Psychol. 10, (2019).
 29. Arnocky, S., Hodges-Simeon, C. R., Ouellette, D. & Albert, G. Do men with more masculine voices have better immunocompe-

tence?. Evol. Hum. Behav. 39, 602–610 (2018).
 30. Skrinda, I. et al. Body height, immunity, facial and vocal attractiveness in young men. Naturwissenschaften 101, 1017–1025 (2014).
 31. Albert, G., Arnocky, S., Puts, D. A. & Hodges-Simeon, C. R. Can listeners assess men’s self-reported health from their voice?. Evol. 

Hum. Behav. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolh umbeh av.2020.08.001 (2020).
 32. Pisanski, K. et al. Vocal indicators of body size in men and women: a meta-analysis. Anim. Behav. 95, 89–99 (2014).
 33. Schild, C. et al. Linking human male vocal parameters to perceptions, body morphology, strength and hormonal profiles in contexts 

of sexual selection. Sci. Rep. https ://doi.org/10.1038/s4159 8-020-77940 -z (2020).

https://osf.io/md6wj/?view_only=81cf6446a90448a594e1e1ec6b25ce59
https://osf.io/md6wj/?view_only=81cf6446a90448a594e1e1ec6b25ce59
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2020.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-77940-z


9

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |          (2021) 11:905  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79408-6

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

 34. Rantala, M. J. et al. Evidence for the stress-linked immunocompetence handicap hypothesis in humans. Nat. Commun. 3, 694–695 
(2012).

 35. Hodges-Simeon, C. R., Gurven, M. & Gaulin, S. J. C. The low male voice is a costly signal of phenotypic quality among Bolivian 
adolescents. Evol. Hum. Behav. 36, 294–302 (2015).

 36. Sorokowski, P. et al. Voice of authority: professionals lower their vocal frequencies when giving expert advice. J. Nonverbal. Behav. 
43, 257–269 (2019).

 37. Moon, K. R., Chung, S. M., Park, H. S. & Kim, H. S. Materials of acoustic analysis: sustained vowel versus sentence. J. Voice 26, 
563–565 (2012).

 38. Pisanski, K., Cartei, V., McGettigan, C., Raine, J. & Reby, D. Voice modulation: a window into the origins of human vocal control?. 
Trends Cogn. Sci. 20, 304–318 (2016).

 39. Hodges-Simeon, C. R., Gurven, M., Puts, D. A. & Gaulin, S. J. C. Vocal fundamental and formant frequencies are honest signals 
of threat potential in peripubertal males. Behav. Ecol. 25, 984–988 (2014).

 40. Reby, D. & McComb, K. Anatomical constraints generate honesty: acoustic cues to age and weight in the roars of red deer stags. 
Anim. Behav. 65, 519e530 (2003).

 41. Raiche, G. nFactors: an R package for parallel analysis and non graphical solutions to the Cattell scree test.R package version 2.3.3.1 
(2010).

 42. Revelle, W. Psych: procedures for personality and psychological research version 1.8.12 (2018).
 43. Dattalo, P. Analysis of Multiple Dependent Variables (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2013).
 44. Perelman, P. et al. A molecular phylogeny of living primates. PLoS Genet. 7, 1–17 (2011).
 45. Feinberg, D. R., Jones, B. C. & Armstrong, M. M. Sensory exploitation, sexual dimorphism, and human voice pitch. Trends Ecol. 

Evol. 33, 901–903 (2018).
 46. Modig, A. O. Effects of body size and harem size on male reproductive behaviour in the southern elephant seal. Anim. Behav. 51, 

1295–1306 (1996).
 47. Hodges-Simeon, C. R., Gaulin, S. J. C. & Puts, D. A. Different vocal parameters predict perceptions of dominance and attractive-

ness. Hum. Nat. 21, 406–427 (2010).
 48. Leongómez, J. D., Mileva, V. R., Littleb, A. C. & Roberts, S. C. Perceived differences in social status between speaker and listener 

affect the speaker’s vocal characteristics. PLoS One 12, (2017).
 49. Zhang, J., Hodges-Simeon, C., Gaulin, S. J. C. & Reid, S. A. Pitch lowering enhances men’s perceived aggressive intent, not fighting 

ability. Evol. Hum. Behav. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolh umbeh av.2020.07.007 (2020).
 50. Fraccaro, P. J. et al. Faking it: Deliberately altered voice pitch and vocal attractiveness. Anim. Behav. 85, 127–136 (2013).
 51. Pisanski, K. et al. Volitional exaggeration of body size through fundamental and formant frequency modulation in humans. Sci. 

Rep. 6, 1–8 (2016).
 52. Pisanski, K., Raine, J. & Reby, D. Individual differences in human voice pitch are preserved from speech to screams, roars and pain 

cries. R. Soc. Open Sci. 7(2), 191642 (2020).
 53. Richardson, T. & Gilman, R. T. Left-handedness is associated with greater fighting success in humans. Sci. Rep. 9, 1–16 (2019).
 54. Zilioli, S. et al. Face of a fighter: bizygomatic width as a cue of formidability. Aggress. Behav. 41, 322–330 (2015).
 55. Bowling, D. L. et al. Body size and vocalization in primates and carnivores. Sci. Rep. 7, 1–11 (2017).
 56. French, A. R. & Smith, T. B. Importance of body size in determining dominance hierarchies among diverse tropical frugivores. 

Biotropica 37, 96–101 (2005).
 57. Darwin, C. The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex (Princenton University Press, Princeton, 1871).
 58. Clutton-Brock, T. Reproductive competition and sexual selection. Philos. Trans. R. Soc. B Biol. Sci. 372, 20160310 (2017).
 59. Andersson, M. Sexual Selection (Princenton University Press, Princenton, 1994).
 60. Wright, E. et al. Male body size, dominance rank and strategic use of aggression in a group-living mammal. Anim. Behav. 151, 

87–102 (2019).
 61. Evans, S., Neave, N. & Wakelin, D. Relationships between vocal characteristics and body size and shape in human males: an evo-

lutionary explanation for a deep male voice. Biol. Psychol. 72, 160–163 (2006).
 62. Wolff, S. E. & Puts, D. A. Vocal masculinity is a robust dominance signal in men. Behav. Ecol. Sociobiol. 64, 1673–1683 (2010).  
 63. Perneger, T. V. What’s wrong with Bonferroni adjustments. BMJ 316, 1236–1238 (1998).  
 64.  Gelman, A., Hill, J. & Yajima, M. Why we (usually) don’t have to worry about multiple comparisons. J. Res. Educ. Eff. 5, 189–211 

(2012).
 65. Hill, A. K., Bailey, D. H. & Puts, D. A. Gorillas in our midst? Human sexual dimorphism and contest competition in men. In On 

Human Nature: Biology, Psychology, Ethics, Politics, and Religion (eds. Tibayrenc, M. & Ayala, F. J.) 235–249 (Elsevier Science, 
Amsterdam, 2016).

 66. Holzleitner, I. J. & Perrett, D. I. Perception of strength from 3D faces is linked to facial cues of physique. Evol. Hum. Behav. 37, 
217–229 (2016).

 67. Třebický, V., Havlíček, J., Roberts, C. S., Little, A. C. & Kleisner, K. Perceived aggressiveness predicts fighting performance in 
mixed-martial-arts fighters. Psychol. Sci. 24, 1664–1672 (2013).

 68. Třebický, V. et al. Predictors of fighting ability inferences based on faces. Front. Psychol. 9, 1–11 (2019).
 69. Little, A. C., Roberts, S. C. & Kleisner, K. Human perception of fighting ability: facial cues predict winners and losers in mixed 

martial arts fights. Behav. Ecol. 26, 1470–1475 (2015).
 70. Horne, L. Dana White on Anthony Johnson: “three strikes and you’re out”. Bleacher Rep. http://bleac herre port.com/artic les/10255 

22-dana-white -on-antho ny-johns on-three -strik es-and-youre -out (2012).
 71. Raudenbush, S. W. & Bryk, A. S. Hierarchial Linear Models: Applications and Data Analysis Methods (Sage, Thousand Oaks, 2002).
 72. Croon, M. A. & Van Veldhoven, M. J. P. M. Predicting group-level outcome variables from variables measured at the individual 

level: a latent variable multilevel model. Psychol. Methods 12, 45–57 (2007).
 73. Lu, J. G., Page-Gould, E. & Xu, N. R. Micro-macromultilevel Modeling [Computer software] (2017).
 74. Akinola, M., Page-Gould, E., Mehta, P. H. & Lu, J. G. Collective hormonal profiles predict group performance. Proc. Natl. Acad. 

Sci. USA 113, 9774–9779 (2016).

Author contributions
S.G., J.T.C., S.Z., and D.P. conceived the study. T.A., S.G., C.M., C.H., and S.R. collected data. J.T.C., S.Z., D.P., 
and T.A. conceived analysis plan. D.P. supervised the study, and T.A. analyzed the data. T.A. and D.P. wrote the 
paper with input from co-authors.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2020.07.007
http://bleacherreport.com/articles/1025522-dana-white-on-anthony-johnson-three-strikes-and-youre-out
http://bleacherreport.com/articles/1025522-dana-white-on-anthony-johnson-three-strikes-and-youre-out


10

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |          (2021) 11:905  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79408-6

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Additional information
Supplementary information The online version contains supplementary material available at https ://doi.
org/10.1038/s4159 8-020-79408 -6.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to D.P.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2021

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79408-6
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79408-6
www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Low fundamental and formant frequencies predict fighting ability among male mixed martial arts fighters
	Results
	Pre-registered analyses. 
	Exploratory analyses. 

	Discussion
	Method
	Samples. 
	Fighting ability measurement. 
	Acoustic measurement. 

	Data analysis
	Ethics. 

	References


