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To test the hypothesis that Schadenfreude, pleasure at the
suffering of others, will result when an envied person experiences
a misfortune, envy was created in subjects by asking them to
watch a videotaped interview of a student who was made to
appear either superior or average. An epilogue informed subjects
that the student had suffered a recent setback. The envy created
in subjects was found to enhance the likelihood that they would
feel Schadenfreude on learning of this setback. In addition,
dispositional envy predicted subjects’ envy of the student, and
this envy also mediated subsequent Schadenfreude. These
results strongly support linking envy with Schadenfreude.

Socrates. Did we not say that pleasure in the misfortunes of
friends was caused by envy?

Plato (427-348
B.C./1925, p. 339)

We are rarely indifferent to the fortunes of other
people. Usually, the good things that happen to others
please us, and the bad things are upsetting. However, our
feelings can also run counter to whatseems usual or even
proper. Sometimes, we meet people whose good fortune,
rather than making us feel happy for them, creates the
socially repugnant emotion of envy, a form of pain
caused by another’s superiority (e.g., Foster, 1972;
Heider, 1958; Klein, 1975; Parrott, 1991; Salovey &
Rodin, 1984; Schoeck, 1969; Silver & Sabini, 1978; Sulli-
van, 1953; Webster’s New World Dictionary, 1982). We can
also meet people whose bad fortune, rather than making
us feel sorry for them, creates another unappealing
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emotion, Schadenfreude, pleasure at another’s suffering.
The purpose of the present study was to show that the
emotions of envy and Schadenfreude are often closely
linked. Although envy is painful and Schadenfreude is
pleasurable, we hypothesize that envy creates the condi-
tions under which Sckadenfreude should occur—if a mis-
fortune befalls the envied person.

TYPICAL FEATURES OF ENVY

Envy is a complex emotion with a number of facets
(Parrott, 1991). It can be a uniquely unpleasant experi-
ence. As Silver and Sabini (1978) note, envy is the one
“sin” that has no obvious pleasure joined with it. Envy is
unpleasant in part because self-evaluations are so often
derived from how well or poorly we compare with other
people on self-relevant attributes (e.g., Brickman &
Bulman, 1977; Festinger, 1954; Morse & Gergen, 1970;
Salovey & Rodin, 1984; Smith, Diener, & Garonzik, 1990;
Smith & Insko, 1987; Tesser & Collins, 1988). When we
feel envy, it means that we lack something important to
us, this lack made apparent by a social comparison. It is
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probably the resulting sense of inferiority that makes
envy so afflicting and unwelcome (Smith, Parrott, Ozer, &
Moniz, 1994).

A rich tradition of scholarly work suggests that envy
also involves a sense that the envied person’s advantage
is undeserved (e.g., Hazlitt, 1823/1932; Heider, 1958;
Nietzsche, 1880/1911; Parrott, 1991; Russell, 1930;
Smith, 1991; Smith, Parrott, Ozer, & Moniz, 1994). In
Heider’s (1958) view, the envying person desires the
“equalization oflots,” especially if the advantaged person
is similar in most other important ways. The sense of
injustice results from psychological balance forces that
. require that similar people “ought” to have similar for-
tunes. Even though societal norms dictate that we cele-
brate the good fortunes of others, privately we may
resent the envied person’s advantage because it violates
subjective requirements of justice (Smith, Parrott, Ozer, &
Moniz, 1994).

The sense of injustice in envy may help explain why a
third typical feature of envy involves hostility and dislike.
It is natural to feel hostility if someone has an unde-
served advantage (Brown, 1986), even if the claim of
injustice must remain a private grievance because it lacks
social validation. But, regardless of its cause, some form
of antipathy felt toward the envied person is another
common property of envy (Foster, 1972; Krech & Crutch-
field, 1958; Parrott & Smith, 1993; Salovey & Rodin,
1984; Schoeck, 1969; Silver & Sabini, 1978; Smith, 1991;
Smith, Parrott, Ozer, & Moniz, 1994; Webster’s New World
Dictionary, 1982).

ENVY AND SCHADENFREUDE

Although envy is usually painful, scholarly traditions
also point to another side to envy, one that can actually
lead to pleasure rather than pain (e.g., Elster, 1989;
La Rochefoucauld, 1678/1959; Mora, 1987; Neu, 1980;
Plato, 427-348 B.C./1925; Schoeck, 1969). Socrates, in
Plato’s Philebus, argued that envy is actually an emotion
in which pain and pleasure are mixed with each other—
because it is the envious person whom we see “rejoicing
in the misfortunes of his neighbors” (p. 333).

In our view, the link between envy and Schadenfreude
follows from the readiness with which people feel
pleased when an envied person, in particular, suffers a
misfortune. Envy appears to fulfill many of the condi-
tions for Schadenfreude—if the envied person suffers a
misfortune.

One situation in which another’s misfortune should
be pleasing is when the misfortune benefits us in some
way (Ortony, Clore, & Collins, 1988). Invidious compari-
sons seem native to competitive arenas in which people
struggle for scarce resources (e.g., Nozick, 1974; Sulli-

Smith etal. / ENVYAND SCHADENFREUDE 159

van, 1953). A misfortune befalling an envied competitor
often leads to the envying person’s direct gain, and
therefore the misfortune should please. What is more,
the misfortune can cut away at the very basis of envy
because it renders the advantaged person less enviable.
And so accompanying the Sckadenfreudeshould be agree-
able feelings of relief caused by the decrease in envy.

The sense of injustice in envy should provide a further
basis for feeling pleased over a misfortune befalling the
envied person. In general, justas itis natural to feel angry
and hostile when someone commits an injustice (Brown,
1986), it may be correspondingly natural to feel pleased
if this same person suffers a setback—especially if this
person is hoist with his or her own petard. Even if the
misfortune is qualitatively different from the injustice
originally committed, there may be a pleasurable sense
that a wrong has been righted and that a form of justice,
poetic justice, has been served. Although the sense of
injustice in envy may lack social validation, a misfortune
befalling the envied person may still please in a private
way—Dbecause now, to use Heider’s terms, this person’s
situation better matches what “ought” to be.

Pleasure atan envied person’s misfortune should also
occur because of the hostility and dislike that envy usu-
ally generates. If we dislike someone, his or her misfor-
tune should be pleasing to a degree (Feather, 1989;
Heider, 1958; Ortony et al., 1988). Although the antipa-
thy created by envy will lack public favor, it should still
provide the envying person with yet another reason to
feel pleased, at least privately, when a misfortune befalls
the envied person.

FEATHER’S RESEARCH ON ATTITUDES
TOWARD HIGH ACHIEVERS

Feather and his colleagues have done a series of
studies examining responses to the fall of high achievers
(Feather, 1989, 1991; Feather & McKee, 1992; Feather,
Volkmer, & McKee, 1991). In Study 2 of Feather (1989),
subjects received a brief description of a student whose
grades were either consistently high or generally aver-
age. Subjects predicted that they would be more pleased
if this student was caught cheating on an exam in the
high-achiever condition than in the average-achiever
condition. The findings across these studies reveal a few
inconsistencies (Feather & McKee, 1992), but, overall,
they suggest that a setback suffered by a high achiever
may often be especially pleasing. It also appears that this
pleasure correlates with factors such as how deserved the
setback is (Feather, 1989) and the high achiever’s likabil-
ity (Feather etal., 1991).

Although these studies on the fall of high achievers
are compatible with linking envy with Schadenfreude,
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none directly test this link by manipulating envy. One
goal of the present study was to achieve a solid manipu-
lation of envy using a target person who appeared real
to subjects and who was richly enough developed to
elicit an actual emotion. Furthermore, we tried to ad-
dress the severe problem of experimenter demand aris-
ing in studies of socially undesirable emotions in which
the focus of the research is undisguised. The emotions
of envy and Sckadenfreude (especially when possibly linked
to envy) compound the problem of social desirability.
And so we also tried to introduce a misfortune and to
measure Schadenfreude without subjects’ suspecting that
the misfortune was forged or realizing that any resulting
Schadenfreude (and its tie with envy) was our main
interest.

The main test of our hypothesis entailed manipulat-
ing the superiority of a target person and then examin-
ing whether subjects would feel greater pleasure when a
misfortune happened to the person who was superior.
We also included a premisfortune measure of envy to test
by means of structural equation modeling (Jéreskog &
Sérbom, 1978) whether any effect on Schadenfreude re-
sulting from varying the target person’s superiority was
mediated by envy. We also tested the link between envy
and Schadenfreudeusing an individual difference strategy.
Subjects completed a recently developed and validated
measure of dispositional envy (Smith, Parrott, Diener, &
Hoyle, 1994). We expected that this dispositional mea-
sure of envy would predict subjects’ envy of the target
person and that this envy would also mediate subsequent
Schadenfreude following the misfortune.

METHOD

Subjects

Subjects were 114 undergraduates (50 females and 64
males) at the University of Kentucky. Thirty-four were
students in a lower-level psychology class who took part
in the experiment for extra credit. The remaining sub-
jects were recruited from the introductory psychology
subject pool and participated in partial fulfillment of an
experimental participation requirement. Four subjects
were dropped from the data analysis because they
expressed suspicion about the true purpose of the
experiment.

Design and Overview of Procedure

Blocks of one to three subjects were assigned at ran-
dom to watch a videotaped interview of either a superior
or an average undergraduate who was preparing to apply
to medical school. An epilogue indicated that the stu-
dent had experienced a setback in his postgraduate
plans. Subjects completed mood scales before the tape

began, just before it ended, and immediately after the
epilogue. They also completed a dispositional envy scale
either 4 to 8 weeks before the experimental session or
just before its completion.

Procedure

Subjects who completed the dispositional envy scale
before viewing the taped interview did so in a large group
session early in the semester. This scale was one of a set
of personality and attitude measures that made up a
psychology department screening protocol. Subjects un-
derstood that completing these measures would make
them eligible for possible recruitment in experiments
later in the semester. About 4 to 8 weeks later, they were
called by another experimenter, and arrangements were
made for them to participate in an experiment entitled
“Career Evaluations.” Subjects’ responses in the two ses-
sions were linked through their student identification
numbers, and anonymity was assured throughout.

The dispositional envy scale is a 17-item scale de-
signed to measure tendencies to feel various facets of
envy. This scale has demonstrated high testretest (r =
.87) and interitem reliability (Cronbach’s alpha > .88)
and predicts the experience of envy in a variety of con-
texts (Smith, Parrott, Diener, & Hoyle, 1994). Sample
items are “I feel envy every day”; “On the whole, I am
satisfied with my abilities compared to others”; “I resent
the factsome people have the money to buyall the things
they want”; “When 1 feel envy, I usually feel it in an
intense way.” Although we expected the scale to predict
Schadenfreude, none of the items actually focused on
tendencies to feel it.

On arriving for the experimental session, subjects
were seated in desk chairs spaced far enough apart so
that their responses could remain private. Approxi-
mately 6 ft in front of them was a cart containing a
large-screen monitor and VCR. After reading and sign-
ing informed consent forms, subjects were provided with
the apparent rationale for the study. They were told that
the experimenters were helping a company called “Med-
Tech” that was putting together a video series on pre-
medical training. The goal of the project was to create a
series of tapes to be used in a university career library.
Subjects were told that the experimenters were helping
the company evaluate the effectiveness of a pilot version
of the tape.

Subjects were told they would be viewing one inter-
view taken from a large pool of interviews with students
from diverse universities across the country. They were
to watch the tape as if they themselves had gone to a
career library to learn about career issues. Once the tape
was over, they would be asked to evaluate the tape in
terms of how effectively it portrayed the things involved
in getting into medical school.



Two other aspects of the project were emphasized to
further minimize subjects’ suspicions about the true
purpose of the study. Subjects were told that one issue
the Med-Tech company was particularly interested in was
whether the student they saw would be appropriate for
the final version. The producers were interested in pilot-
ing arange of students, from the very outstanding to the
not so outstanding. They wanted feedback about each
interview in order to get a sense of the kind of student
who would suit the project best. Subjects were also told
that at the end of each interview was a short epilogue
that updated the viewer aboutwhat had happened to the
student since the interview. The producers were also
interested in getting feedback about whether this aspect
of the tape was a feature worth keeping in the final
version.

Subjects were given a notebook containing the mea-
sures they would complete. On the front of the notebook
were the Med-Tech name and logo, in keeping with the
cover story. The experimenter explained that there was
a need to control for the various psychological factors
that are known to affect people’s evaluations. Conse-
quently, before, during, and after the tape, subjects
would be completing mood scales, and before arriving,
they had completed relevant personality measures (or,
after the tape, they would be completing relevant per-
sonality measures), all for important control purposes.
Theywere asked to complete these measures as honestly
and as frankly as possible and were reminded that all
their responses were anonymous.

Subjects were then asked to complete the first mood
scale. This scale contained a set of items designed to
reinforce the claim made in the cover story that one of
the factors being controlled for was mood (e.g., “in a
good mood,” “bored,” “content,” “attentive,” “in a bad
mood,” “absorbed by the interview”).! The scale ranged
from 0, not at all, to 9, extremely. Once the scale was
completed, the experimenter reminded subjects of the
purpose of the projectand then began playing the tape.

The tape depicted an undergraduate at Boston Uni-
versity who was a junior biology major with career plans
for medical school. He appeared to be answering ques-
tions from an off-camera interviewer about his daily
activities in pursuit of getting into medical school. As he
answered these questions, scenes from his activities were
inserted at appropriate moments. For example, as he
discussed his study habits, he was shown in a lounge area
working on a chemistry assignment. Later, as he de-
scribed his research experience, a shot of him working
in a research lab was inserted. Near the end of the
interview, as he discussed his social life, he was shown
having a meal with his girlfriend.
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Envy manipulation. Subjects saw one of two versions of
the tape. The same actor played the role of the student,
but in the superior condition, details were fashioned to
make him appear outstanding in terms of academic
achievements, research and hospital experience, extra-
curricular activities, social life, and the likelihood of
getting into a good medical school. In the average con-
dition, he was shown engaging in the same basic activi-
ties, but his actual achievements were similar to an
average student’s. In the superior version, his grade
pointaverage was 3.85; in the average version, it was 3.0.
In the superior version, his job in a research laboratory
involved contributing to “cutting edge” work on a com-
plex growth hormone, whereas in the average version,
his job involved washing glassware. In the superior ver-
sion, he noted his being on the university tennis team,
and a shot was included of him playing tennis with his
attractive girlfriend; in the average version, he simply
noted that he liked playing tennis, and a shot was in-
cluded of him taking tennis lessons. In the superior
version, when asked about his chances of getting into
medical school, he revealed that his adviser believed he
would be able to getinto Harvard; in the average version,
he noted that he would be very happy to get in any-
where.”

Pregpilogue mood scale. Both versions of the tape were
approximately 12 min long. Two minutes before the end
of each tape, the interview paused, and instructions
appeared on the screen asking subjects to complete the
second mood scale. This scale, also using a 0 (not at all)
to 9 (extremely) range, contained the items in the first
mood scale plus 14 additional items designed to measure
various theoretically relevant affective and attitudinal
responses to the student interviewed on the tape.

The main purpose of introducing this second mood
scale was to measure subjects’ envy. Accordingly, one set
of items asked subjects directly how envious they felt
(e.g., “envious because of the student’s advantages”) in
addition to asking the extent to which they felt various
affects shown to characterize envy (e.g., “inferior be-
cause of the student’s record”; “resentful of the student’s
talents and/or achievements”; “hostile towards the stu-
dent”). Although we expected these items to mediate
subsequent Schadenfreude, none of these items actually
measured this tendency. Additional items focused on
liking/admiration toward the student (e.g., “admiration
toward the student,” “liking for the student”) and self-
confidence (e.g., “feeling good about your own achieve-
ments,” “self-confident”). Once subjects had completed
the scale, the interview recommenced.

Misfortune epilogue. Ten seconds after the interview
ended, an epilogue appeared, which read:
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Epilogue

In the Spring Semester of 19__, Jeff Crawford was
charged with stealing amphetamines from University
Research Laboratory where he was working.

As a result of this matter, he was denied admission to
medical schools for at least the 19__ academic year.

Postepilogue mood scale. Five seconds after the epilogue
had disappeared from the screen, instructions appeared
that asked subjects to complete the third mood scale.
This scale (again employing the 0-9-point range) con-
tained most of the items from the second mood scale in
addition to six items designed to measure Schadenfreude
(e.g., “happy because of how things have turned out for
the student, especially since the interview”; “delighted
because of how things have turned out for the student
since the interview”). Also contained in this scale were
six items designed to measure sympathy (e.g., “sad be-
cause of how things have turned out for the student since
the interview”; “sorry for the studentbecause of what has
happened to him since the interview”).

Interview evaluation items, dispositional envy scale, and
suspicion check. Consistent with the cover story, another
set of items followed the third mood scale and had the
outward purpose of tapping subjects’ evaluations of the
formatand structure of the tape and the appropriateness
of the student for the project.

Subjects who had not participated in the large group
session then completed the dispositional envy scale. To
reduce the possibility of response bias, the 17 items were
dispersed among a larger set of items labeled asa “Career
Proclivity Scale.” Consistent with the cover story, most of
the additional items asked the subjects to indicate the
extent to which they possessed various traits seemingly
relevant to different careers.

All subjects completed a set of open-ended questions
designed to assess suspicions about the true purpose of
the experiment. Subjects were also probed verbally for
suspicion. Finally, the true purpose of the research was
revealed, and the justification for the deception was
discussed at length.

RESULTS

The analysis is divided into three parts. The first part
describes the variable reduction performed on the pre-
and postepilogue scale items. The second part describes
the testing of our predictions using regression analyses.
The third part describes the use of structural equation
modeling to create an integrative model of the results.

Part I: Variable Reduction

The preepilogue items and the postepilogue items
were submitted to separate principal factors analyses
(with squared multiple correlations on the diagonal of

the correlation matrix), followed by a varimax rotation.
As noted earlier, the items were designed to measure a
number of factors of interest. For the preepilogue items,
these factors were envy, liking/admiration for the target
person, and self-confidence. For the postepilogue items,
the two factors of interest were Schadenfreude and sympa-
thy. All five of these factors emerged clearly from the two
analyses.

Pregpilogue items. Five interpretable factors emerged
from the analysis of the preepilogue items, only three of
which were relevant to our purpose. As expected, the 9
items loading on the Episodic Envy factor, which ac-
counted for 26% of the common variance of items,
included the expected components of envy: direct re-
ports of envy, discontent because of the target person’s
advantages, a sense that the envied person was undeserv-
ing of these advantages, and a hostile attitude toward the
envied person. Cronbach’s alpha for these high-loading
items was .93. The Liking factor, which accounted for
18% of the common variance, was bipolar, containing 5
items suggesting liking for the student as well as 3 items
suggesting dislike for the student. Cronbach’s alpha was
.89. The Self Confidencefactor, accounting for 28% of the
common variance, contained a range of items, 10 in all,
suggesting satisfaction and confidence with oneself.
Cronbach’s alpha was .91.

Postepilogue items. The seven interpretable factors in
this analysis were the five factors found in the preepi-
logue analysis plus two factors containing items that we
had expected would tap responses to the target person’s
misfortune—namely, Schadenfreude and sympathy. The
items loading highly on the Schadenfreude factor con-
tained all six of the items designed to measure this
feeling. This factor accounted for 15% of the common
variance. Cronbach’s alpha was .89. The items loading
highly on the Sympathy factor also included all six of the
items designed to measure this feeling. This factor ac-
counted for 17% of the common variance. Cronbach’s
alpha was .89.

In all the analyses reported below, we used factor
scores, estimated by regression. Each factor was scaled to
the mean of the items loading more than .30 on the
factor and to a standard deviation of 1.0.

Part II: Regression Analyses

ANALYSES OF TARGET PERSON SUPERIORITY AND
DISPOSITIONAL ENVY AS JOINT PREDICTORS OF
EPISODIC ENVY, SCHADENFREUDE,
SELF-CONFIDENCE, LIKING, AND SYMPATHY

In our initial set of regression analyses, we examined
the simultaneous effects of target person superiority,
dispositional envy, and the interaction of these variables
on episodic envy (preepilogue), Schadenfreude, self-



confidence, liking, and sympathy separately. However, in
none of the analyses was the interaction effect signifi-
cant, and it was therefore dropped from all the analyses
reported here.

Episodic envy measure. As expected, both dispositional
envy and target person superiority were associated with
greater episodic envy. The mean episodic envy of the
superior target person (M = 1.38) was greater than that
of the average target person (M= 0.70), F(1, 106) = 19.79,
$<.0001, indicating that the target person manipulation
was successful in creating envy. The regression coeffi-
cient for dispositional envy was .45, F(1, 106) = 15.52,
$<.0001, indicating that subjects higher in dispositional
envy experienced more episodic envy of the target person.

Schadenfreude measure. Dispositional envy and target
person superiority also had significant effects on Sckaden-
freude. A greater degree of Schadenfreudewas experienced
at the misfortune of the superior target person (M =
2.04) than at the misfortune of the average target person
(M = 1.63), F(1, 103) = 5.35, p < .05. The regression
coefficient for dispositional envy was .39, F(1, 103) =
9.76, p < .01, indicating that subjects higher in disposi-
tional envy felt greater pleasure at the misfortune of the
target person.

Self-confidence, liking, and sympathy measures. Disposi-
tional envy, but not target person superiority, was associ-
ated with self-confidence, B = -45, F(1, 98) = 24.80, p <
.001, subjects higher in dispositional envy reporting less
self-confidence. Neither dispositional envy nor target
person superiority had significant effects on sympathy or
liking.

REGRESSION ANALYSES OF EPISODIC ENVY, LIKING,

AND SELF-CONFIDENCE AS JOINT PREDICTORS

OF SCHADENFREUDE

Schadenfreude. Episodic envy, liking, and self-
confidence were used jointly to predict Schadenfreude.
Self-confidence did not contribute uniquely to the pre-
diction of Schadenfreude, F(1, 97) = 2.56, n.s. Both
episodic envy, B = .37, F(1, 97) = 17.98, p < .0001, and
liking, B = .34, F(1, 97) = 15.15, p < .001, did contribute
uniquely, however. Thus, subjects who experienced
greater envy of the target person and/or who liked him
less felt greater pleasure at his subsequent misfortune.

Sympathy. Episodic envy, liking, and self-confidence
were also used jointly to predict sympathy. Neither epi-
sodic envy nor self-confidence contributed uniquely to
the prediction of sympathy, respective F5(1, 97) = 1.76
and 1.38, n.s. Liking did, however, B = -.50, F(1, 97) =
28.86, p < .0001. Thus, the more the subjects liked the
target person, the more sympathy they felt for him when
he suffered a misfortune.
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Because self-confidence had no unique effect on
either sympathy or Schadenfreude, it was dropped from all
subsequent analyses.

ANALYSES OF DISPOSITIONAL ENVY, TARGET PERSON
SUPERIORITY, AND EPISODIC ENVY AS JOINT
PREDICTORS OF SCHADENFREUDE

We next examined whether target person superiority
and dispositional envy had their effects on Schadenfreude
through their effects on episodic envy or whether they
had direct effects on Schadenfreude. We regressed Schaden-
Jfreude on the three predictors jointly: dispositional envy,
target person superiority, and episodic envy. Neither
dispositional envy, F(1, 96) = 2.29, n.s., nor target person
superiority, F(1, 96) = 1.28, n.s., contributed to the pre-
diction beyond that due to episodic envy. Only the epi-
sodic envy predicted Schadenfreude, B = .27, F(1, 96) =
6.88, p < .05. We conclude, therefore, that target person
superiority and dispositional envy influence Sckaden-
freude only by means of their effects on episodic envy.

COMPARISON OF PREEPILOGUE ENVY
AND POSTEPILOGUE ENVY

We expected that episodic envy would decrease after
the target person experienced a misfortune because the
target person would become less enviable. Using the
episodic envyitems included in both the pre-and postepi-
logue mood scales, we analyzed the effects of target
person superiority and dispositional envy together with
this pre/postepilogue time factor. Although the mean
preepilogue envy (M = 1.48) was greater than the mean
postepilogue envy (M = 1.22), this difference was not
significant. Furthermore, there were no interactions in-
volving target person superiority or dispositional envy.
The absence of a no-misfortune control condition makes
any interpretation of these results difficult.

SUMMARY OF FIRST TWO STAGES OF THE ANALYSES

The results thus far can be summarized as follows:
Dispositional envy and target person superiority affect
episodic envy, which, in turn, affects Schadenfreude, 1ik-
ing, which is not affected by either target person supe-
riority or dispositional envy, affects both Schadenfreude
and sympathy for the target person. Self-confidence has
no impact on either Schadenfreude or sympathy.

Part III: Structural Equation Modeling

In an attempt to provide an integrated model of these
results, we performed an analysis of the six main vari-
ables (omitting self-confidence and postmisfortune epi-
sodic envy) using structural equation modeling
(Joreskog & Sorbom, 1988). This technique is used to
model the variance-covariance matrix of a set of variables
(see Table 1) in terms of a measurement model of the
raw data scores (specifying how these measured variables
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TABLE 1: Variance-Covariance Matrix of the Variables Used in the Structural Equation Model

Episodic Target Person Dispositional
Envy Sympathy Schadenfreude Superiority Envy Liking
Episodic envy .92
Sympathy .09 .95
Schadenfreude .36 -.01 .92
Target person superiority 21 .01 13 .25
Dispositional envy .25 -.05 .20 .03 49
Liking -.05 44 -32 -.04 -.09 .92

relate to underlying, and unmeasured, latent variables)
and a structural model of the relations among the latent
variables.

The measurement components in structural equa-
tion models are usually estimated by incorporating mul-
tiple measures of each latent variable. We took a
different approach, one that still allowed each “free”
parameter in the model to be uniquely estimated. In our
model, each latent variable is measured by only one
indicator variable. We estimated the latent variables di-
rectly by using the internal-consistency measure of reli-
ability of each measured variable to derive the parameter
relating the measured variable to the latent variable (see
Joreskog & Sérbom, 1988). We took this directapproach
because each of our measures was simply a multi-item
scale, and so we could form multiple measures only by
arbitrarily dividing the items for a scale into multiple
measures. We assumed that our manipulated factor (tar-
get person superiority) was measured without error and
so has a reliability coefficient of 1.0.

Our model contained three exogenous variables (dis-
positional envy, target person superiority, and liking)
and three endogenous variables (episodic envy, Schaden-
freude, and sympathy). The variance-covariance matrix of
these variables is given in Table 1. We specified a struc-
tural model thatreflects the results of our analysesabove.
That is, we specified that dispositional envy and target
person superiority affect episodic envy, which, in turn,
affects Schadenfreude. In addition, we specified that the
liking variable affects both Schadenfreude and sympathy
for the target person. All other links between the latent
variables were set to zero. The program LISREL VI
(Joreskog & Sérbom, 1978) was used to derive the maxi-
mum likelihood estimates of the coefficients in the
model of the variance-covariance matrix.

The results are shown in Figure 1. The model has an
adjusted goodness of fit index of .925 and a root mean
square residual of .053. The model fits the data very well.
(This is also implied in the statistical tests.” For the
overall model, x2[10] =11.40, p = .327, and each of the
structural coefficients was significant at the .05 level.)

As Figure 1 shows, subjects with greater dispositional
envy showed more intense episodic envy while watching

the tape, and those who watched the tape of a particu-
larly superior person felt envy even more intensely. Sub-
jects either liked or disliked the target person while
watching the tape. Those who disliked him more (or
liked him less) felt greater Schadenfreude at his later
misfortune. Those who liked him more felt more sympa-
thy later because of his misfortune.

We tested whether a direct relation between disposi-
tional envy and Schadenfreude added to the fit of the
model shown in Figure 1. When this direct relation was
added, the adjusted goodness of fit index rose from .925
t0 .968, and the mean square residual dropped from .053
to .049. Both changes are very small, suggesting that the
effect of dispositional envy on Schadenfreude occurs by
means of its effect on episodic envy. (The statistical
results were X?[9] = 9.89, p = .359. This model is a less
constrained version of the model shown in Figure 1, and
so the difference in X*[1.51, with df= 1] is also a )’ This
differerylce was not significant, again suggesting that the
effect of dispositional envy on Schadenfreude occurs com-
pletely by way of its effect on episodic envy.)

We conducted a parallel analysis of the direct effect
of target person superiority on Schadenfreude. A model
incorporating the direct effect gave an adjusted good-
ness of fitindex of .923 and a root mean square residual
of .053, neither of which differs meaningfully from its
counterpart in the model. (The statistical results were
x?[9]=10.74, p=.294. The difference in * was 0.66, with
df= 1. This was not significant.) These results indicate
that the total effect of target person superiority on
Schadenfreude occurs by way of its effect on episodic envy.

We also examined whether the model shown in Figure 1
held for a number of subgroups in our data set. In
particular, we investigated whether male and female
subjects reacted in the same way and whether subjects
who completed the dispositional envy measure before
watching the tape reacted in the same way to the tape as
those who filled out the measure after watching the tape.
In both cases, the models for each group comparison
were not significantly different from each other. For
gender analysis, the results were x2(31) = 42.33 p=.084,
and for the order effects analysis, the results were x*(31) =
27.35, p = .654.
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Figure 1 A structural equation model of affective responses to superiority and misfortune. (The latent variables have been standardized, and so
the structural coefficients can be interpreted as beta weights. Because of this standardization, the coefficients in the measurement model

do not correspond to reliability coefficients.)

DISCUSSION

Our hypothesis that Schadenfreude will result when a
misfortune befalls an envied person was well supported.
The manipulation of envy had a significant effect on
Schadenfreude. Subjects who watched the interview of the
superior studentwere more pleased on learning that this
person was charged with stealing than subjects who
watched the interview of the average student who suf-
fered the same fate. The episodic envy produced by the

manipulation of envy mediated this pleasure. In addi-
tion, subjects who described themselves as susceptible to
feeling envy tended to feel more envious when watching
the interview of the target person, and again, this envy
was linked to subsequent Schadenfreude. Thus, the effects
of dispositional envy and of our experimental manipula-
tion of envy on Schadenfreude were both mediated by
episodic envy. These results, taken together especially,
make a strong, converging case for linking envy with
Schadenfreude.
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Self-Confidence

Other aspects of the results also support our hypothe-
sis. One could argue that Schadenfreudeis caused more by
variations in self-esteem than by envy. The misfortune of
another person, especially a superior person, might al-
low people with low self-esteem to reevaluate their own
condition more favorably. Accordingly, the link between
envy and Schadenfreude may simply be due to a correla-
tion between envy and self-esteem. However, the preepi-
logue measure of self-confidence, a proxy measure of
self-esteem, proved unrelated to any subsequent Schaden-
[freude.

Liking for the Target Person

Our manipulation of envy involved changing attri-
butes of the target person to create either a superior or
an average student. We tried to control for attributes
other than those that would suggest either superiority or
averageness. For example, although we believed that
there were theoretical grounds for assuming that envy
would tend to breed a form of dislike or hostility toward
the superior student, we did notwant the likability of the
student per se to be a deliberate feature of the manipu-
lation. As subjects found the student equally likable
across the two versions of the interview, this potential
confound appears to have been avoided. Thus, we can
be more confident that the main effect for our manipu-
lation of envy on Schadenfreude was due to subjects’ envy
rather than the likability of the student.

Lack of Sympathy as an Indirect Form of Schadenfreude

Because Schadenfreude is a socially disreputable emo-
tion, it may tend to be expressed in an indirect way,
especially if it appears driven by envy, socially disreputa-
ble in its own right. Although Schadenfreudeis an emotion
defined as a form of pleasure resulting from another
person’s suffering or misfortune, it is possible that
Schadenfreude may emerge as a lack of an appropriate
sympathy for the sufferer rather than as a pleased feel-
ing. However, neither the manipulation of envy nor the
measure of dispositional envy was related to sympathy.

Liking and Sympathy

Although it appears that we were able to avoid a
confound for likability, there was clear variability in how
much subjects liked the student—in both the superior
and the average conditions. Liking for the student was
also related to Schadenfreude, and not surprisingly, the less
subjects liked the student, the more pleased they were
after learning of his misfortune. Liking for the student
was also predictive of how much sympathy they felt for
him because of his misfortune—the more subjects liked
the student, the more sympathy they felt.

Effectiveness of the Experimental Procedure

Overall, subjects’ reports of envy were mild, suggest-
ing that our manipulation of envy was weak. This weak-
ness is troubling, given previous evidence indicating that
envy is frequently an intense experience, at least outside
thelaboratory (e.g., Parrott & Smith, 1993; Smith, 1991).
Probably, if we had used only subjects interested in
medical school, the selfrelevance of the unflattering
comparison would have been enhanced for a larger
proportion of subjects, making envy more intense
(Salovey & Rodin, 1984; Tesser & Collins, 1988).

Subjects’ reports of Schadenfreude were also mild, but
mild reporting in this case may be less of a problem than
with envy. Unlike envy, Schadenfreude may rarely reach
high intensity, in or outside the laboratory. People may
usually feel it as a mild rush of pleasure rather than an
outburst of intense joy.

Given the challenges of studying both envy and
Schadenfreude, it may be more notable that these emo-
tions were successfully captured atall than that they were
reported in a mild form. Not only did the procedure
provide a context in which both emotions could be
evoked at detectable levels, it also appeared to assure
their being reported frankly without subjects’ being
aware of the particular focus of the study.

Generalizability of the Results to Other Types of Misfortunes

We chose to elicit Schadenfreude with the revelation
that the target student was caught stealing. Not only did
the student bring the misfortune on himself, butbecause
the misfortune also involved an immoral act, it was
linked to a character defect. Would the present findings
hold for a misfortune that is random, such as a serious
illness? Our theoretical perspective suggests that they
would. Particularly if the situation is perceived as a com-
petitive one, the misfortune would still benefit the envy-
ing person because it would prune away at the
competition. This benefit should make the misfortune
pleasing, at least to a degree. Further, from the envying
person’s begrudging point of view, there may still seem
to be a gratifying measure of poetic justice served by the
illness, as it better equalizes the two parties’ outcomes.
And to the extent that this person’s envy spawns hostility
(however socially inappropriate), the misfortune may
also seem fitting and proper—and pleasing. Therefore,
assuming that the person suffering the misfortune has
evoked envy prior to the misfortune, a degree of Schaden-
freudeshould resultregardless of whether this misfortune
is caused by immoral behavior.

Implications for Social-Comparison-Based Emotions

Although research on the influence of social compari-
sons on numerous social phenomena has a long history



(see Wheeler, 1991, for a recent review), the empirical
unraveling of the network of relations that explain the
emotions resulting from social comparisons is a more
recent focus (e.g., Folger, 1987; Parrott & Smith, 1993;
Salovey, 1991; Salovey & Rodin, 1984, 1986; Smith, Kim, &
Parrott, 1988; Tesser, 1991). The present study rein-
forces the notion that key aspects of our emotional lives
are determined by such comparisons. Our findings sug-
gest that an envious response to someone’s superiority
will have important implications for how we sub-
sequently feel about a misfortune befalling this person.
Rather than feeling sympathy, we are likely to feel
Schadenfreude.

We argued that Schadenfreudewill result from a misfor-
tune befalling an envied person because, for one thing,
the misfortune can directly benefit the envying person.
We also suggested that by eliminating the very basis for
envy, the misfortune should supplya pleasantrelief from
the pain of envy. One might further argue that the
misfortune may sometimes transform an invidious com-
parison into a downward comparison. This downward
comparison might provide not only a relief from envy
but also a boost to the envying person’s self-esteem
(Wills, 1981, 1991), which may have been jeopardized
previously by the invidious comparison (Smith et al,,
1990). Such downward comparisons may even produce
outright mirth, as Wills (1981) suggests in his analysis of
comparison processes that appear to underlie many
forms of humor.

We have emphasized that one reason a misfortune
befalling an envied person should produce Sckadenfreude
is that it may appease the sense of injustice in envy. We
described the source of this sense of injustice in terms of
balance theory principles (Heider, 1958). Justice con-
cerns may also arise because many of the advantages that
create envy involve realms of comparison (such as native
abilities, inherited wealth, and physical beauty) that are
largely beyond the envying person’s control. This lack of
control may allow the envying person to feel blameless
for his or her disadvantage and provide a further basis
for perceiving that the envied person’s advantage is
undeserved (Smith, 1991).

If envy involves a sense of injustice, what prevents the
envying person from taking action against this injustice?
Heider (1958) argues that societal norms require the
acceptance of one’s lot and typically forbid the envying
person to cry foul because of another person’s supe-
rority (e.g., Silver & Sabini, 1978). In addition, the
efficient managing of a society seems to invite a merit
system favoring those who possess advantages on uncon-
trollable attributes (e.g., Mora, 1987; Silber, 1989). How-
ever, the envying person may have one ally—bad luck or
misfortune befalling the envied person. Such misfor-
tune, by righting the moral balance, may mollify the
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sense of injustice in envy and thus satisfy in an especially
felicitous way.

NOTES

1. This scale was included to enhance the persuasiveness of the
cover story. Preliminary analyses using aggregate measures of positive
or negative affect showed that these measures were unrelated to the
main dependent measures.

2. This manipulation of envy entailed a number of comparison
dimensions because pilot work indicated that doing so was necessary
to ensure a successful evocation of envy across subjects.

3. Because the structural equation model was derived from prior
regression analyses of the same data set, the probabilities referred to
in these statistical analyses should be discounted. The structural equa-
tion models presented here are best understood in terms of the
goodness-offit parameters rather than the probabilities derived from
the statistical analyses.
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