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There has been much debate around the ultimate explanation of cultural displays
such as music and art. There are two main competing hypotheses for the function of
music: sexual selection or byproduct of the complexity of the human brain.
Although there is evidence that playing music increases male attractiveness, the
sexual selection explanation may not be mutually exclusive to all types of music.
Extreme metal is a genre that is heavily male-biased, not only among the
individuals that play this style of music, but also among the fans of the genre.
Therefore, it is unlikely that extreme metal musicians are primarily trying to
increase their mating success through their music. However, musicians in this genre
heavily invest their time in building technical skills (e.g., dexterity, coordination,
timing), which raises the question of the purpose behind this costly investment. It
could be that men engage in this genre mainly for status-seeking purposes: to
intimidate other males with their technical skills and speed and thus gain social
status. To explore the reasoning behind investment in technical guitar skills, a
sample of 44 heterosexual male metal guitarists was recruited and surveyed about
their practicing habits (newly created survey for this study), sexual behavior (using
the Sociosexual Orientation Inventory–Revised [SOI-R]; Penke & Asendorpf,
2008), and feelings of competitiveness toward the same sex (via the Intrasexual
Competition Scale [ICS]; Buunk & Fisher, 2009). The survey results indicated that
time spent playing chords predicted desire for casual sex with women whereas
perceptions of playing speed positively predicted intrasexual competitiveness (a
desire to impress other men). The discussion addresses how these results, and the
extreme metal genre, might relate to the three competing hypotheses for the
function of cultural displays.

Public Significance Statement
This study explores the idea that heterosexual male metal guitarists are motivated
to invest heavily in getting good at guitar to primarily impress other men. The
study’s results provide some support for this idea. Additionally, metal guitarists
also seem to be somewhat motivated by a desire for casual sex.

Keywords: extreme metal, guitarists, male–male status-seeking, mate attraction,
byproduct

Creative displays such as music and art have
been debated in terms of what evolutionary

function, if any, they serve. Evidence of creative
cultural displays dates back to between 300,000
and 500,00 years ago with the use of red ochre
(Watts et al., 2016). Because creative displays have
beenpart of humanhistory for sucha long time, and
because people invest so much time in them (in
some cases dedicating their lives to them in the
form of a career), it is reasonable to search for a
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reason behind such devotion. Different (and some-
times competing) hypotheses have been advanced
toexplaincreativedisplays.The logicofcommonly
discussed hypotheses is explained in the following
sections.

Mate Attraction

One hypothesis for creative displays is that
they are part of a strategy to enhance attractive-
ness to the opposite sex and to increase mating
success, otherwise known as the display hypoth-
esis or the cultural courtship model (Miller,
1999, 2001). Because of discrepancies in mini-
mum parental investment between the sexes
(with women’s minimum investment being
much higher), women are choosier when seek-
ing a mate (Mogilski, 2021; Trivers, 1972).
Therefore, creative displays throughmedia such
as art and music should be produced more often
by men to attract women. Indeed, men histori-
cally have produced more art, literature, and
music than women across cultures (Lange &
Euler, 2014; Miller, 1999). Furthermore, such
creative works are produced by men predomi-
nantly during young adulthood, which corre-
sponds to when men engage in the greatest
mating effort, especially short-term mating
effort (Carr et al., 1988). Regarding music spe-
cifically, there is support for the cultural court-
shipmodel, as women ratemen as having higher
mate value if they can (vs. cannot) play the vio-
lin, drums, and saxophone. The effect of playing
these instruments had less effect on men’s per-
ceptions ofwomen’smate value (Madison et al.,
2018). Of greater importance to the current
study, women respond more positively to men’s
Facebook friend requests if he is holding (vs. not
holding) a guitar in his profile picture (Tifferet
et al., 2012).

Status-Seeking

Despite some support for the cultural court-
ship model, it has been criticized for a lack of
genetic evidence, with nonsignificant female
heritability for musical aptitude (Mosing et al.,
2015). Furthermore, in this same study of
genetic influences on musical ability, greater
musical ability negatively predictedmating suc-
cess. Such criticisms led to other speculations
about the function of creative displays. Another

hypothesis for musical displays is the status
competition model (Price & Van Vugt, 2014;
Winegard et al., 2018). According to thismodel,
both men and women produce cultural artifacts
and displays to impress their (same sex) peers
and/or coalitional members to obtain status and
prestige. However, this model still recognizes
that men create more cultural displays than
women because men are more interested and
involved in conflicts between opposing coali-
tions. Thus, cultural displays operate as a
method formen to impress othermen (Winegard
et al., 2018). Evidence that men invest in efforts
to impress other men has been documented.
Because status for men often entails displaying
aggressiveness or physical prowess, previous
research focused on these types of displays. For
instance, men drive a car more aggressively
when the passengers are men (vs. women; Jack-
son & Gray, 1976). Also, men are more inter-
ested in sports, more likely to attend sporting
events, more interested in objectivemeasures of
athletes’ performance, and the prestige afforded
to professional athletes is based on evaluations
from other men (James, 2001; Winegard &
Deaner, 2010). Men sometimes use their
appearance to intimidate other men rather than
to attract women. For example, in a study exam-
ining how others perceivemen’s beards, women
rate men’s faces as less attractive when they
have beards compared with being clean shaven,
and both sexes rate bearded men as having
higher status and as beingmore aggressive com-
pared with when the samemen are clean-shaven
(Dixson&Vasey, 2012).

Cognitive Byproduct

The cultural courtshipmodel does not explain
all cultural displays, and the status competition
model has not been well tested. Another per-
spective on cultural displays (including music)
suggests that they serve no function and instead
are a byproduct of high intelligence in humans
or the general ability to adopt culture (Hodgson
& Verpooten, 2015; Lieberman & Billingsley,
2021; Pinker, 2021). StevenPinkermade this fa-
mous statement about music: “I suspect that
music is auditory cheesecake, an exquisite con-
fection crafted to tickle the sensitive spots of at
least six of our mental faculties” (Pinker, 1997,
p. 534). The faculties to which he was referring
were language, represented in the form of song
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lyrics, auditory scene analysis involving the
detection of the sources of sounds, emotional
calls as music can sometimes sound similar to
wailing or moaning, habitat selection involving
identifying sounds that indicate a safe or unsafe
environment, and motor control needed for
tasks such as walking and running (Pinker,
1997). Recent research supports the byproduct
(or auditory cheesecake) hypothesis, as one
study revealed that musician status did not pre-
dict preferences for prospective mates. Instead,
people whoweremusicians preferredmusicians
to nonmusicians, suggesting that this is a do-
main in which people gauge prospective mates
for degree of similarity (Bongard et al., 2019).

The Case of Extreme Metal Music

It could be argued that different styles of
music serve different purposes. Especially rele-
vant to the current study, it has been speculated
that extreme metal music is a cultural display
intended to impress othermen as it signals rebel-
liousness, risk-taking, intelligence, and abstract
cognitive capacities (Winegard et al., 2018).
This is a reasonable speculation, given the qual-
ities of extreme metal music and the types of
fans it attracts. A preference for extreme metal
music is negatively correlated with agreeable-
ness (Anderson et al., 2021), which could sup-
port the idea of signaling rebelliousness and/or
aggressiveness. There is also a skewed sex ratio
in terms of extreme metal fans. Men report
stronger preferences for music genres that are
“heavy,” such as nonmainstream, hard rock,
psychedelic rock, and heavy metal; on the other
hand, women prefer softer and mainstream gen-
res like chart pop, folk, and classical (Colley,
2008). In fact, according to Spotify data, “pro-
gressive deathcore” was the genre that had the
lowest representation of female listeners (Ord,
2020). This skewed ratio is also reflected in de-
mographic analyses of metal concert attendees in
Finland (one of the countries in which extreme
metal is the most popular), with more male than
female attendees. Additionally, women who
attend extreme metal concerts perceive them-
selves asmoremasculine than the averagewoman
(Kinnunen et al., 2020). Musicians who produce
extreme metal music show an even more skewed
sex ratio, such that one of the best predictors of the
number of extreme metal musicians in a given

country is the number ofmales ages 15 to 24 years
in that country (Maguire, 2021).
To provide more detail on what we mean by

the term “extreme metal,” the following will pro-
vide a brief history of the type of music of interest
for the current study. The genre of “heavy metal”
is the most commonly recognized type of metal
music that is traced back to the 1970s in the
United Kingdom, being inspired by both blues
and psychedelic rock with arguably the first
heavy metal band being Black Sabbath (Wein-
stein, 2000). However, even at this early time in
metal, there came to be, in the 1980s and 1990s,
more mainstream types, such as hair metal. For
instance, in 1990, one of the top 10 selling albums
was Mötley Crüe’s (one of the most popular hair
metal bands; Aly-Tovar et al., 2020) Dr. Feel-
good. From this height of popularity, however,
came the development of numerous other sub-
genres of metal starting from the 1980s through
the 2000s, and there are now 26 officially recog-
nized subgenres of heavy metal (see Angeler,
2016 for complete descriptions).
For the current study, weweremainly interested

in typesofmetal that involve themost technicalgui-
tar skill: progressive metal, neoclassical metal,
thrash metal, death metal, and in some cases black
metal (Angeler, 2016). Arguably, music played in
these genres and their subgenres requires technical
skills in termsofguitarvirtuosity.The termextreme
metal is a loose termandcan include elements of all
thesementioned subgenres (Angeler, 2016). Taken
together (andapplied for thepurposes of the current
study), it can be speculated that extreme metal is a
genre that involves some of the most intense run-
away male–male competition and status-seeking,
perhaps along with a few others known for
advanced technical skill such as progressive jazz
and atonal classical music. Based on previous
hypotheses about the evolutionary functions (or
lack thereof) ofmusic, the argument could bemade
that different genres of music serve different func-
tions rather than one explanation fitting for all
music. For instance, some types of singing and
children’s music are more directly related to off-
spring care (Mehr et al., 2020). It could be that pop
music, slow romantic ballads, or any type of music
that is naturally pleasing to the ear, is mainly pro-
duced by men to attract mates, as proposed by the
cultural courtship model. On the other hand, heav-
ier music, music that is faster, more intense, more
musically complex, and/or is naturally dissonant
due to uncommon time signatures/keys that are

T
hi
sd
oc
um

en
ti
sc
op
yr
ig
ht
ed

by
th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
lA

ss
oc
ia
tio
n
or
on
e
of
its

al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
sa
rt
ic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly
fo
rt
he

pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of
th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er
an
d
is
no
tt
o
be

di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

56 DELECCE, PAZHOOHI, SZALA, AND SHACKELFORD



more difficult to play,might be produced bymen to
impress other men in accordance with the status
competition model. Extreme metal is very fast, in
which it is not uncommon to see tempos as high as
400beatsperminute, comparedwith themost com-
mon tempo range of 100 to 150 beats per minute
(Mynett, 2019; Schreiber et al., 2020). It is also
technically complex (songs are rarely based on just
a few looped chords). Instead, extreme metal is
marked by advanced guitar techniques such as
sweep-picking, string-skipping, and tapping, as
well as the use of dissonant-sounding diatonic
modes and unconventional scales. Most extreme
metal musicians must invest considerable time to
competently play this style of music, with extreme
metal guitarists reporting at least six hours of prac-
tice per day to maintain speed and dexterity
(O’Donnell, 2014). Thus, it could be argued that, in
terms of signaling, men play extreme metal guitar
as a means to impress other men in a type of run-
away status-seeking competition. The features of
metal music since the 1970s support this idea, as
metal guitar solos have gotten progressively faster
andmore frequently feature special (e. g. more dif-
ficult to play) techniques since the beginning of the
heavy metal genre in the 1970s (Herbst, 2017;
Slaven&Krout, 2016).A focus on guitarists in this
genre is also ideal to examine the status-seeking
psychology behind it as guitar has been referred to
as the sonic trademark of themetal genre compared
with singers in more mainstream bands (Berger &
Fales, 2005;Herbst, 2017;Walser, 1993).
As has been mentioned, the main trait that is

likely to be signaled through extreme metal guitar
expertise is rebelliousness and/or aggression due to
the nature of themusic, but it is possible that it may
signal other traits as well. Some research has al-
ready shown that just being a fan of metal music is
associatedwith an affinity for cognitive complexity
and that liking metal music is positively associated
with the Need for Cognition (or enjoyment of cog-
nitively stimulating tasks rather than simple tasks;
Schmaltz et al., 2021). Other research has shown
that likingmetal music is associatedwith openness
to experience, more negative attitudes toward
authority, lower self-esteem, greater need for
uniqueness, and lower religiosity (Swami et al.,
2013).

The Current Study

Given the features of extreme metal music, and
what theymaypotentially be signaling,we propose

that extrememetal guitar competency is a skill that
is invested in primarily by men and displayed for
the purpose of impressing othermen.More specifi-
cally, we hypothesize that greater hours spent prac-
ticing, a focus on more technical playing styles
typical of “shredding” (e.g., scales, arpeggios)
comparedwith chords, and fast playing speedswill
positively predict intrasexual competition asmeas-
ured by the Intrasexual Competition Scale (ICS;
Buunk & Fisher, 2009). For exploratory purposes,
we will also investigate how these same guitar-
practicing habits relate to mating success and
motivation.

Method

Participants

We recruited 328 participants to complete an
online survey. To qualify for the study, participants
must be at least 18 years of age, fluent in English,
and fans of (not producers of) metal music. Efforts
weremade toadvertise thestudyonwebsites target-
ing fans and/ormusiciansofmetalmusic, including
American Facebook pages for musicians, Polish
Facebook pages for metal musicians, and a mes-
sage board called Encyclopaedia Metallum: The
Metal Archives. Despite securing an initial sample
of 328 participants, many were dropped due to
incomplete data, incorrectly completed surveys,
and extreme outliers (more than 3 standard devia-
tions from themean on target variables; seeTable 1
for target variabledescriptives).Thefinal sampleof
participants was 108 and included both those who
listen tometal andmetalguitarists (thosewhochose
“Yes” to a survey question asking if they play gui-
tar). For the current study, we were only interested
in male heterosexual guitar players (given that
hypotheses about cultural displays are based on
evolvedheterosexualmalepsychology),which fur-
ther reduced the sample to 44. The 44 male guita-
rists ranged in age from 18 to 47 years, with an
average age of 29.23 (SD=7.31). Participantswere
predominantly from the United States (43.2%),
with the next largest samples from Poland (15.9%)
and Canada (11.4%). The rest of the sample was
mainly European in terms of nationality.Most par-
ticipants were single (59.1%), had a bachelor’s
degree (43.2%), andconsidered themselves to beof
themiddle class in terms of income (72.8%). These
demographic characteristics are typical for the two
most represented countries: Poland and the United
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States (for instance, see OECD, 2019). In terms of
guitar-related demographics, 22 participants either
haveat one timeorwere currently in ametal bandat
the time of data collection, 14 have played live
shows at least once, and eight were signed to a re-
cord label.

Measures

Mating Success and Motivation

To examine howmating success and/or motiva-
tion is related toguitar-practicinghabits,wedefined
mating motivation through sociosexuality and
mating success through lifetime number of sex-
ual partners. More specifically, sociosexuality, or
behaviors and attitudes toward casual sex, was
measuredusing theSociosexualOrientation Inven-
tory–Revised (SOI-R; Penke &Asendorpf, 2008).
The SOI-R can be used to measure sociosexuality
in termsofhowrestrictedorunrestrictedan individ-
ual is towardcasual sex,or it canbeused tomeasure
three subcategories of sociosexuality: attitudes,
behaviors, and desires regarding casual sex. In the
current study, the alpha reliability for the total SOI-
Rwas .87. For thebehavior facet, alphawas .84, for

the attitude facet it was .88, and for the desire facet
it was .87. Lifetime number of sexual partners was
open-ended. It should also be noted that themen in
our sample had comparable scores on the SOI-R to
those in more general populations of young men.
For example, Penke andAsendorpf (2008), using a
sample of 1,026 men found a mean total SOI-R
score of 4.93 (themean SOI-R score for the current
study is 4.65; seeTable1).

Intrasexual Competition

We hypothesized that guitar-playing habits will
positively predict degree of intrasexual competi-
tiveness. To measure participants’ degree of com-
petitiveness toward same sex individuals, we used
the ICS (Buunk & Fisher, 2009), which recently
performed well in terms of validity via confirma-
tory factor analysis and invariance testing (Albert
et al., 2022). The ICS assesses two factors, one
reflecting feelings of frustration when competitors
are better off (inferiority frustration) and another
reflecting enjoying being better off than competi-
tors (superiority enjoyment; Albert et al., 2022). In
the current study, global intrasexual competition
alpha reliability was .87. For inferiority frustration,

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for the Target Variables of Guitar Practicing Habits,
Mating Success/Motivation, and Male–Male Competitiveness

Variable M SD

Guitar practicing habits
Number of hr spent practicing per day 4.41 0.73
Time spent practicing chords 4.55 2.48
Time spent practicing single note exercises 4.50 2.34
Perception of playing speed compared with others 4.82 2.45
Preference for Black Sabbath 8.25 2.18
Preference for Rings of Saturn 4.18 2.96

Mating success
SOI-R total score 4.65 1.92
SOI-R attitude score 5.74 2.62
SOI-R behavior score 3.07 2.22
SOI-R desire score 5.14 2.35
Lifetime number of sexual partners 13.55 20.14

Intrasexual competitiveness
ICS total score 2.33 0.99
ICS inferiority frustration score 1.80 0.90
ICS superiority enjoyment score 3.63 1.59

Note. SOI-R = Sociosexual Orientation Inventory–Revised; ICS = Intrasexual Competition
Scale. Guitar practicing habit variables are scored from 0 to 9 such that higher numbers indi-
cate greater perceived time spent playing chords, single notes, and higher perceived speed
compared with others. Preference scores for songs are scored from 1 to 10 such that higher
numbers indicate stronger preference for the song. Also, the variable of hours spent playing
refers to the actual number of hours spent practicing per day.
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alpha reliability was .85 and for superiority
enjoyment it was .81. It should also be noted
that the men in this sample had mean intrasex-
ual competition scores similar in magnitude to
those reported in other studies looking at male col-
lege students in general. For instance, Ponzi et al.
(2015) report a mean total ICS score of 3.30,
whereasBuunkandMassar (2012) reported amean
total ICS score of 1.80 (themean total ICS score for
thecurrent study is2.33; seeTable1).

Guitar Practicing Habits

To better understand how SOI-R and ICS
scores are related to guitar playing, we created a
survey to measure guitar practicing habits called
theGuitarPracticingHabits Inventory.The reason
we created our own survey is that existing meas-
ureson instrument-playinghabits frequently focus
on how playing an instrument is associated with
musculoskeletal pain/disorders (Berque et al.,
2014; Kuorinka et al., 1987; Lamontagne &
Bélanger, 2012) or motivations for playing an
instrument (usually aimed at children; Comeau
et al., 2019) rather than thedifferent styles or types
of techniques used during musical instrument
practice. The Guitar Practicing Habits Inventory
consists of seven items that inquire about howpar-
ticipants perceive their own guitar practicing hab-
its compared with other guitar players they know.
Specifically, it asks how much time they spend
practicing, how much of that time is devoted to
practicing chords versus single note exercises like
scales, arpeggios, and tapping, how technical their
playing is, and how fast they play compared with
other guitarists they know. There is also an item
asking about the maximum tempo at which they
can still play cleanly (for those that use a metro-
nome while practicing). Items were constructed
with response options in Likert-style format rang-
ing from 0 to 9. For instance, the item on chords
was phrased as follows: “Howmuch of your prac-
tice time is spent playing chords?” with 0 repre-
senting no time spent playing chords and 9
representing all time spent playing chords. Simi-
larly, the single note exercise itemwas phrased as,
“Howmuch of your practice time is spent playing
single note exercises (solos, scales, arpeggios, tap-
ping, etc.)?” with 0 representing no time spent
playing these and 9 representing all time spent
playing these. See the Appendix for the full
survey.

Procedure

This survey was completed at the participants’
convenience. Participants clicked on a link to com-
plete an online survey anonymously that was
posted onwebsites known to attractmetal fans and/
ormusicians.Uponfirstopening thesurvey,partici-
pantswere presentedwith an information sheet and
had to click the “Agree” button to indicate consent
for participation. Once participants agreed, they
had to indicate that they were at least 18 years of
ageand likedmetalmusic, otherwise theywerepre-
vented from answering further questions and the
end-of-surveymessage appeared. Participants then
completed the survey at their leisure in one sitting.
Participants receivednocompensation forcomplet-
ing the study. We did not ask participants what
exact type of metal they play due to the wide array
of overlapping and indistinct (and often unofficial)
subgenres of metal there are. Instead, to get an idea
of the type of metal they played, we asked them to
rate, on a scale from ranging from 1 (not liking the
song at all) to 10 (liking the song very much), how
much they likedasong representativeofolder tradi-
tional heavymetal (BlackSabbath’s IronMan) and
how much they liked an objectively much more
technical song representative of extreme metal
(Shards of Scorched Earth by Rings of Saturn).1

On average, guitarists tend to play music that is
similar to or at least inspired by music they like
(MacIntyre & Potter, 2014). All procedures and
recruitment methods were IRB-approved at a uni-
versity in theMidwesternUnitedStates.

Results

We first conducted zero-order correlations
between all guitar-related variables (hours spent
playing guitar, time spent playing chords, time
spent playing single-note exercises, and perceived
speed of playing), mating-related variables (the
SOI-Rand its subscalesandnumberof lifetimesex-
ual partners), and competitiveness variables (the
ICS and its subscales). Significant positive cor-
relations were revealed between the time spent

1 To get a better idea of the differences in technical skill
level between the two songs, we have provided YouTube
links to guitar tutorials showing how to play each one. To
see how to play Iron Man by Black Sabbath see this link:
https://youtu.be/q8jrm91bqog. To see how to play Shards of
Scorched Earth by Rings of Saturn, see this link: https://
youtu.be/BfCYgorqgLA.
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playing chords and both lifetime sexual part-
ners and the desire facet of the SOI-R. Also,
there were significant positive correlations
between the ICS and both time spent playing
chords and perceived playing speed. See Table 2
formoredetails.
Based on the zero-order correlations, the sub-

sequent set of analyses tested whether guitar-
practicing habits predicted lifetime number of
sexual partners using multiple regression. Spe-
cifically, predictors were the number of hours
spent practicing guitar per day, how much of
that time is spent playing chords, how much
practicing time is spent playing single-note
exercises, and perceived speed of playing. We
also included the likeness ratings of the two
songs (Black Sabbath and Rings of Saturn) to
get a better idea of the style of metal they likely
played. The dependent variable was lifetime
number of sexual partners. These four guitar-
related variables did not significantly predict
number of lifetime sexual partners in the overall
model, F(4, 39) = 1.533, p = .212, but the vari-
able of time spent playing chords positively pre-
dicted number of lifetime sexual partners (b =
.312, t= 2.057, p= .046). Because guitar practic-
ing habits did not predict the lifetime number of
sexual partners but there was a significant corre-
lation of time spent practicing chords for the
SOI-R desire score, we thought the significant
result might reflect the desire facet of the SOI-R,
even if these guitarists were not able to fulfil this
desire. Thus, the next regression analysis used
these same guitar-playing predictors and SOI-R

desire facet score as the criterion variable. This
time, the overall model was significant, F(4,
39) = 4.60, p = .004. Time spent playing chords
was the only significant predictor, as it posi-
tively predicted SOI-R desire (b = .519, t =
3.865, p , .001). See Table 3 for the details of
the mating success and motivation regression
models.
Next, we tested whether guitar-practicing

habits predicted intrasexual competition using
multiple regression. Once again, the number of
hours spent practicing guitar per day, how
much of that time is spent playing chords, how
much of that time is spent playing single-note
exercises, and speed of playingwere the predic-
tors (along with the likeness ratings for the
Black Sabbath and Rings of Saturn songs), and
the total ICS score was the criterion variable.
The overall model was significant F(4, 39) =
2.869, p = .036. For this analysis, a different
variable was a significant predictor: speed of
playing (b = .402, t= 2.493, p= .017) positively
predicted ICS score. We also tested whether
these same variables predicted the two ICS sub-
scales (inferiority frustration and superiority
enjoyment) using multiple regression. The
model for inferiority frustration was not signifi-
cant, F(4, 39) = 2.174, p = .090. However, the
model for superiority enjoyment was signifi-
cant, F(4, 39) = 2.756, p = .041. More specifi-
cally, the only significant predictor within the
model was playing speed (b = .385, t = 2.378,
p = .022). See Table 4 for the details of the intra-
sexual competitiveness regressionmodels.

Table 2
Pearson’s Zero-Order Correlations Between Guitar-Playing Habits, Mating Variables, and Male–Male
Competition Variables

Variable
Hours spent
playing

Time playing
chords

Time playing
single notes

Perceived
playing speed

Mating variables
SOI-R behavior �.162 .231 .040 .039
SOI-R attitude .016 .256 .079 .183
SOI-R desire �.106 .541** .171 .124
Total �.099 .426** .121 .149
Number of sexual partners �.148 .330* .099 .052

Intrasexual competition variables
ICS-inferiority frustration .029 .299* �.041 .298*
ICS-superiority enjoyment �.055 .323* .058 .339*
ICS-total .003 .321* �.004 .353*

Note. SOI-R = Sociosexual Orientation Inventory–Revised; ICS = Intrasexual Competition Scale.
* p , .05. ** p , .01.
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Discussion

We hypothesized that investment in extreme
metal guitar skills fits most closely with the status
competition model of cultural displays. In accord-
ance with this prediction, guitar-playing habits
(number of hours spent practicing per day, amount
of practice time spent playing chords, amount of
practice time spent playing single-note exercises,
and speed of playing) did predict intrasexual
competitiveness in terms of the ICS total score.
Furthermore, these guitar-playing habits positively
predicted the superiority enjoyment subscale of the
ICS, with playing speed being the significant pre-
dictor of the guitar practicing habits. Thus, those
who perceive they play faster than average enjoy
feeling superior to their same-sex peers in this skill.
In termsofmating success and/ormotivation, these
same guitar-playing habits did not predict SOI-R
total scores or the lifetime number of sexual part-
ners.However, the amount of practice timeplaying
chords did positively predict scores on the desire

facet of the SOI-R, so it is related to mating
motivation.
These results offer preliminary exploratory sup-

port for the status competition model. However,
they also donot completely rule out anyof the three
hypotheses (cultural courtship model, status com-
petition model, or byproduct hypothesis), espe-
cially given the exploratory nature of the analyses
and thesignificant relationshipwithmatingmotiva-
tion. Furthermore, the only significant predictor of
intrasexual competitiveness was the perceived
speed of playing; a better predictor in terms of the
status competition model would have been the
amount of time spent practicing complex single-
note exercises such as scales, arpeggios, tapping,
sweep-picking, and string-skipping, as these are the
techniques that more directly display skill in the
extrememetalgenre.Playingchordsquickly is sim-
pler to do, relatively speaking. It could be that the
signaling functionof extrememetal is not exclusive
to only male–male status-seeking. Perhaps men
whoplay thisgenreare interested inagreater ability

Table 4
Multiple Regression Analyses Predicting Intrasexual Competitiveness Variables (ICS Total Score and ICS
Subscale Scores) From Guitar Practicing Habits

ICS total ICS inferiority ICS superiority

Predictor variable b SE t b SE t b SE t

Hours spent practicing �0.08 0.22 �0.53 �0.03 0.20 �0.16 �0.14 0.34 �0.86
Time playing chords 0.25 0.06 1.71 0.25 0.06 1.62 0.24 0.09 1.64
Time playing notes �0.19 0.07 �1.16 �0.21 0.06 �1.27 �0.13 0.11 �0.80
Perceived playing speed 0.39 0.07 2.35* 0.32 0.06 1.89 0.37 0.11 2.23*
Black Sabbath preference 0.08 0.07 0.54 0.06 0.06 0.39 0.14 0.11 0.96
Rings of Saturn preference 0.10 0.05 0.66 0.13 0.05 0.81 0.12 0.08 0.81

Note. ICS = Intrasexual Competition Scale. Model statistics for ICS total were R2 = .24, F = 1.96, p = .097; for ICS infe-
riority, they were R2 = .20, F = 1.53, p = .197 for ICS superiority, they were R2 = .25, F = 2.05, p = .083.
* p , .05.

Table 3
Multiple Regression Analyses Predicting Mating Variables (SOI-R and Lifetime Number of Sexual Partners)
From Guitar Practicing Habits

SOI-R total score SOI-R desire No. of sex partners

Predictor variable b SE T b SE T B SE t

Hours spent practicing �0.08 0.41 �0.49 �0.11 0.48 �0.75 �0.13 4.65 �0.80
time playing chords 0.37 0.11 2.55** 0.52 0.13 3.72*** 0.30 1.26 1.90
time playing notes �0.01 0.13 �0.03 0.13 0.15 0.87 0.05 1.46 0.29
Perceived playing speed 0.09 0.13 0.52 0.04 0.15 0.26 0.02 1.44 0.12
Black Sabbath preference 0.15 0.13 1.03 0.02 0.15 0.11 0.11 1.46 0.69
Rings of Saturn preference 0.19 0.10 1.28 �0.01 0.11 �0.04 0.06 1.10 0.39

Note. SOI-R = Sociosexual Orientation Inventory–Revised. Model statistics for SOI-R total were R2 = .26, F = 2.13, p = .073; for
SOI-R desire, they were R2 = .32, F = 2.91, p = .020; and for number of sexual partners, they were R2 = .15, F = 1.08, p = .393.
** p, .01. *** p, .001.
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to attractmates, but given their likely lower level of
self-esteem (Swami et al., 2013), have concluded
that gaining status from impressing other males is
more feasible, andperhapsbydoing this itwill indi-
rectly someday lead to an enhancedability to attract
mates, even if it ismainly short-termmating oppor-
tunities with female metal fans. There is also a
tradeoff to be faced with investment in guitar skill
and mating opportunities such that the time spent
playing is time that cannot be used to attempt to
attract mates. The fact that there was a negative
(although not significant) association between
numberof sexpartners andhours spentplayinggui-
tar supports this tradeoff idea.Hence, itmay be that
extreme metal guitarists are prioritizing status-
seekingovermateattraction through this tradeoff.

Limitations and Future Directions

There are a number of methodological limita-
tions in this study. Given that the population of
extreme metal guitarists is small and we lacked a
large amount of funding, we had a small sample
size. Also, it is likely difficult to get access to pro-
fessional guitar players in this genre that are signed
to a label (as we only had eight in this category), so
our sample may not have accurately represented
professional careerguitarists andperhapswasmore
representative of thosewhoplay extrememetal as a
hobby. There could be psychological differences in
motivations for playing between these two popula-
tions. It should also be noted that it is difficult even
with a sample of professional extrememetal guita-
rists toknowexactlyhowmuchpractice, effort, and
training went into their current level of skill and
how it compares to those who have been unable to
reach that level of success because the process of
learningmetal guitar has historically been informal
and undocumented academically, and this contin-
ues to be the case today with most players learning
from social media and other Internet sources from
other players (Rodriguez & Marone, 2021).
Finally,we do not knowhowmany of the guitarists
in this sample trulyfit under thecategoryofextreme
metal guitarists. We wanted to cast a wide net into
themetal community, due to the niche nature of the
metal community let alone the extrememetal com-
munity, but this may have been at the expense of
gathering a sample of specifically extreme metal
guitarists, especially given the finding that partici-
pants generally preferred theBlackSabbath song to
themore technicalRingsofSaturn song.

The most obvious future direction would be to
replicate this study using a larger sample that is
madeupentirelyofprofessional extrememetal gui-
tarists. Another interesting way to test whether
extrememetal guitar-playing fits the status compe-
tition model would be through an experimental
within-subjects design using a sample of professio-
nal career guitarists. In one condition, the audience
the guitarists would play a song for would be
manipulated to be all female, and in another it
would be manipulated to be all male. The outcome
of the manipulation would be how much of the
song contained complex skills (e.g., sweep-picked
arpeggios) versus simple chords. If the guitarists
would play songs with mostly chords for a female
audiencebut songswithmostly complex skills for a
male audience, this would provide support for the
status competitionmodel.

Conclusion

We exploratorily tested the prediction that play-
ing extrememetal guitarfits in accordancewith the
status competition model for the function of cul-
tural displays rather than the cultural courtship
model or the byproduct hypothesis. The current
results partially fit with the status competition
model as perceptions of fast playing speeds posi-
tively predicted enjoyment of feeling superior to
other same-sex guitar players. There were no sig-
nificant findings in terms guitar practicing habits
and mating success, however, mating motivation
was positively associated especially with playing
chords. Taken together, we conclude that these
results may hint at male–male competition being
involved in extrememetal guitar playing and a pos-
siblemale–male signaling arms raceofmusical vir-
tuosity. Such an arms race may be operating in
other very specialized or niche domains such as in
extreme solo sports, videogaming, and day-trading
cryptocurrencies. For a more specific example, it
has in recent years become popular for young men
todo “speed runs”of videogames inwhich theyare
always competingwith others across the Internet to
finish a video game faster than the current record
for the fastest run through a game (Šeļa et al.,
2022). Such niche domains are also neglected in
research. The current study is a defensible first
step in one of these neglected areas of research,
but more studies are needed to reach definite
conclusions.
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Appendix

Guitar Practicing Habits Inventory

1. Approximately how many hours per day do you practice playing guitar?
______________ hours

2. How much more time do you spend practicing guitar compared with the average guitar
player?
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
I spend no time I spend much more time than most

3. How technical is the type of music you play?
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Not technical at all Extremely technical

4. How much of your practice time is spent playing chords?
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
I spend no time I spend all of my practice time playing

chordsplaying chords

5. How much of your practice time is spent playing single note exercises (solos, scales, arpeg-
gios, tapping, etc.)?
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
I spend no time playing I spend all of my practice time playing

these

6. Compared with other guitarists you know of, how fast do you play guitar?
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Slow, not a fast player I play much faster than most

7. Have you ever played guitar along with a metronome?
Yes No

If yes, what is the fastest tempo at which you can still play well?
______________ bpm
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