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We examine the relationship between schadenfreude and choice of conventional versus unconventional options. Our results show that

consumers are relatively more likely to choose conventional, compromise or safe options when experiencing incidental schadenfreude,

in comparison to happiness and to sadness. This effect appears to be driven by consumers’ interpretation of schadenfreude as

information regarding which option they should choose.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
“Mr. Borovina is indulging in what seems to be the summer’s 
favorite guilty pleasure – delighting in others’ misfortune, or 
schadenfreude. Between Martha Stewart, Michael Ovitz, L. 
Dennis Kozlowski, Kenneth Lay and Jeffrey Skilling, and 
Samuel D. Waksal, there is plenty of misfortune going around, 
and, as it turns out, plenty of delight.”
St. John (2002)

Although others’ fortunes often make us feel happy, and 
their misfortunes sad, as the above quote from the New York Times 
illustrates, sometimes it is others’ hardships and troubles rather 
than their good luck that delight us and give us joy. Another recent 
instance of such malicious joy, or schadenfreude, includes coffee 
drinkers rejoicing at Starbucks’ financial woes and its subsequent 
decision to close down 600 of its stores: “I’m so happy; I’m so not 
a Starbucks person,” says one aficionado of small independent cafes 
(Wulfhorst 2008). Persuasive messages may also often seek to elicit 
schadenfreude. For example, the recent “more bars in more places” 
AT&T advertising campaign featured comical situations in which 
misfortunes (such as a house destroyed by an exploding deep-fried 
frozen turkey) befall cell phone owners because they had made the 
wrong choice of cell phone service and could hence not be reached 
in time to avert the calamity. 

Yet, even though schadenfreude is often discussed in the popu-
lar press and may indeed arise in many situations, it has received 
surprisingly little attention in the psychological and marketing 
literatures. Schadenfreude, or pleasure in others’ misfortunes 
(Heider 1958), is a socially reprehensible emotion that is elicited 
through social comparison in response to others’ failure (Feather 
and Sherman 2002; Foster 1972). Research has started to examine 
empirically the antecedents of schadenfreude, including envy (Smith 
et al. 1996; Sundie et al. 2009), liking (Hareli and Weiner 2002), 
resentment (Feather and Nairn 2005; Feather and Sherman 2002), 
and deservingness (Brigham et al. 1997; van Dijk et al. 2005). 
Importantly, findings have confirmed the role of deservingness in 
the relationship between misfortune and schadenfreude (Feather 
1994, 1999). Van Dijk et al. (2005), for instance, showed that the 
more others were responsible for their misfortune, the more the 
misfortune was perceived to be deserved, which in turn increased 
the level of schadenfreude experienced. 

Overall, although extant research has thus demonstrated 
the ubiquity of schadenfreude and some of the conditions under 
which schadenfreude is elicited, if, how, and under which condi-
tions schadenfreude can impact everyday choices has not been 
explored. For example, does the experience of schadenfreude have 
a systematic impact on the choice likelihood of safe over risky op-
tions? Clearly, others’ unfortunate decisions will not elicit the same 
level of schadenfreude for all choices alike. Based on our proposi-
tion that others’ choices that go against the norm are perceived 
as more deserving of misfortune, we expect not only that greater 
levels of schadenfreude are experienced when others’ choices of 
unconventional (vs. conventional) options turn out badly, but also 
more crucially, that the experience of schadenfreude systematically 
increases the choice likelihood of conventional options, such as 
compromise or safe options.

Study 1 establishes that others’ unfortunate choices of uncon-
ventional, hedonic (vs. utilitarian) and risky (vs. safe) options elicit 
greater feelings of schadenfreude. In a follow-up study we then rule 
out social acceptance to expressing schadenfreude for unfortunate 
unconventional choices as a possible alternative explanation. In 
study 2, we demonstrate that incidental schadenfreude, as opposed 
to happiness, results in greater choice likelihood of a conventional, 
compromise option. A conceptually similar preference pattern 
emerges when comparing schadenfreude with sadness: decision-
makers feeling schadenfreude, as opposed to sadness, are more 
likely to choose a conventional, safe option than an unconventional, 
risky option. Finally, Study 3 offers process insights. Specifically, 
the relatively greater choice share of conventional options fol-
lowing the experience of schadenfreude appears to be driven by 
decision-makers’ interpretation of schadenfreude as information 
regarding the options they should choose. That is, if schadenfreude 
serves an informational function regarding the options individuals 
should choose, then its experience should no longer be informative 
if its informational value is discredited (Schwarz and Clore 1983; 
Pham 1998). Following Raghunathan et al. (2006), we discredit 
the informational value of schadenfreude for half the subjects in 
study 3 by making its source salient, and find that schadenfreude 
increases the choice share of the conventional option only when 
subjects were not aware of the source of their affect.
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