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Abstract 

Our research is about schadenfreude, deriving pleasure from others suffering, and its presence 

in the online game League of Legends. Along with its presence we measured different ways 

players can enjoy it, as well as how much the players enjoyed it. What we found was that an 

overwhelming majority enjoys it in one way or another. The study was conducted through an 

online survey numbering 116 people, all who play League of Legends daily. We hope that this 

research will open up possibilities for game designers and developers to cater mechanics that 

evoke schadenfreude in a positive way where toxicity does not emerge as a result. 
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Schadenfreude: I love watching you suffer (in game) 

Schadenfreude is a German loan word meaning “joy over some harm or misfortune 

suffered by another” (Merriam-Webster, 2023). Although considered to be an undesired 

emotion, it is, in many instances, very prevalent in our lives and emerges easily when people 

can disassociate themselves with the victims of the misfortune, through a phone or computer 

screen for example (Akre, 2023). For this reason, it is highly likely that schadenfreude is a 

prevailing emotion in many instances of PvP (Player vs Player) online video games. 

League of legends is a highly popular and highly competitive PvP online game. This 

paper aims to answer the question; How does schadenfreude affect a player’s enjoyment in a 

game of League of legends? There are a lot of ways for players to enjoy a game of League of 

legends and the paper aims to understand how common and to what extent the feeling of 

schadenfreude influences the enjoyment of players within the game.  

The methodology used for this study is a quantitative correlation research method that 

will aim to compare the enjoyment in a game of league of legends and the frequency and/or 

intensity of the feeling of schadenfreude in that game. We will do so by abiding by the 

Satisfaction framework. 

The paper aspires to find out how common it is for players to experience pleasure at 

the expense of an opponent's misfortune and theorizes that schadenfreude is a highly 

prevalent feeling in League of Legends players, especially the more competitive ones since a 

common way to experience schadenfreude is specifically through competition (Demir & 

Rigoni, 2017). Therefore, the researchers theorize that more competitive players are more 

likely to experience instances of schadenfreude in-game. 

Due to the scope of the paper its difficult to make a fully conclusive argument should 

the paper indicate a strong connection between schadenfreude and League of Legends players, 

but if proven, it could inspire more game developers into further research regarding whether 



 

 

there is a possibility of implementing mechanics in future games that would evoke 

schadenfreude but not lead to toxic behavior.   

  



 

 

2 Background 

Schadenfreude, which is the pleasure derived from observing another person's 

misfortune, is closely connected to sadism by definition, since sadism is the pleasure derived 

from inflicting said misfortune (Merriam-Webster, 2023). In our study we aim to delve further 

into its prevalence in the online game League of Legends. As League of Legends is a 5-on-5 

player versus player (PvP) game, you consistently engage other players in combat where one 

emerges victorious over the other. Through personal experience we know that being the one 

that comes out on top feels good, great even. However, we’ve also noted that what makes that 

experience better is when the person on the opposing team is having a conspicuous negative 

experience due to in game circumstances. This is usually noticed in changes to their behavior 

in-game, where they will attempt desperate advances with a low chance of success, or they 

will use the games chat function in order to berate you, claiming that luck played a major 

factor in the lost engagement. All of this is commonly referred to as a person going on tilt 

(Sharma et al., 2021). 

More so, a minority of people playing league are usually referred to as “toxic players” 

(See appendix A). The most common traits of toxic players are fast to go on tilt and prone to 

displaced aggression. Because of the aforementioned statement, the label “toxic player” has a 

negative connotation to it.  

For the scope of the paper, we’re limited to researching the social aspects, having fun 

and interacting with friends and randomly assigned teammates, and the competitive aspects, 

trying your hardest in order to reach a high rank in order to display your mastery over the 

game. We’re interested in observing how players that enjoy those two aspects specifically 

view schadenfreude as a concept and how it differentiates between them. 

What we’d like to study is whether more members of the community relate to this 

enhanced sense of satisfaction upon suspecting that one of the opposing players is having a 

bad time. 



 

 

 

2.1 Schadenfreude 

Schadenfreude can emerge in many different ways, envy, a sense of deserved 

misfortune and competition are a few of the driving factors when it comes to someone 

experiencing the feeling of schadenfreude in a social and team sport environment. 

Envy according to (Smith & van Dijk, 2018), (Smith, Powell, Combs & Schurtz, 

2009) and (Jankowski & Takahashi, 2014) could lead to someone experiencing 

schadenfreude. Watching a person or team which someone feels envious about, fail or 

experience misfortune in some way causes them to experience schadenfreude instead of 

sympathizing with them. This is because they feel inferior or lack some kind of quality the 

others have (Smith, Powell, Combs & Schurtz, 2009). In gaming, this could be a difference in 

rank that causes envy to emerge. 

A common theme for evoking the feeling of schadenfreude also seems to be a sense of 

justice, that the person who experienced misfortune somehow deserved it and it is then 

justified to feel good about it. This can be observed in the articles by Smith & van Dijk, 2018 

and Smith et al., 2009, “Often, another person’s misfortune will be perceived as deserved, and 

the event will be pleasing exactly because it fits a sense of what is just, despite the suffering.” 

Schadenfreude also naturally occurs in competitive sports and from the articles 

(Leach, Spears, Branscombe & Doosje, 2003) and (Demir & Rigoni, 2017) we can see this 

phenomenon emerge, as well as the fact that a greater rivalry seems to enhance the feeling of 

schadenfreude even more. In the study by Leach, Spears, Branscombe & Doosje, 2003, they 

measured and found that the Dutch population felt some sort of rivalry towards Germany and 

then studied the Dutch reaction to the elimination of Germany in The World Cup of Soccer. 

They found that people with a great interest in soccer and a great threat of chronic inferiority 

(A percieved threat to the groups status) towards the group (Germany) led to the highest 

recorded schadenfreude. 



 

 

Although similar, an important distinction between the two is that schadenfreude is an 

emotion and sadism is a character trait (Foulkes, 2019). However, as a character trait, people 

who are more inclined towards sadistic behavior don’t experience schadenfreude to the extent 

that one might expect (Foulkes, 2019). As aforementioned, schadenfreude requires a few 

conditions to be experienced. Most commonly envy, rivalry or the feeling that the person 

receiving the negative treatment deserves it (Smith, Powell, Combs & Schurtz, 2009). A 

sadistic person, however, derives pleasure from suffering without any conditions (Foulkes, 

2019). Thus, it’s possible for sadistic people to experience schadenfreude, but since sadistic 

people experience pleasure without the necessary conditions for schadenfreude it’s not more 

common (Foulkes, 2019). 

In summary, while schadenfreude has been greatly explored in social and team sports 

situations and is greatly linked to envy and a perceived sense of justice, there is limited 

research when it comes to schadenfreude in video games. More specifically how 

schadenfreude affects the enjoyment of a competitive video game like League of Legends. 

 

2.2 Short description of League of Legends 

League of Legends is a multiplayer online battle arena (MOBA) video game 

developed and published by Riot Games. The game was released in 2009 and has since 

become one of the most popular and widely played games in the world, with millions of 

active players every day. 

In League of Legends, two teams of five players each compete against each other to 

try and destroy the opposition's base. Along the way, players must destroy the opponents' 

structure, accumulate gold to power up their character and of course outplay and slay enemy 

players. 



 

 

While schadenfreude is not an inherent aspect of League of Legends, the competitive 

and often heated nature of the game can sometimes lead to players experiencing 

schadenfreude when they defeat their opponents or witness their mistakes. 

The game is designed to be highly competitive, and winning is often the ultimate goal 

for players. When one team wins, it is usually at the expense of the other team's loss. This can 

sometimes result in players experiencing a sense of satisfaction or pleasure at the misfortune 

of their opponents, particularly if the opponents were overconfident, displayed toxic behavior 

or made crucial mistakes that lead to their defeat. 

However, it is worth noting that schadenfreude is not an inherently positive emotion 

and can sometimes lead to toxic behavior or poor sportsmanship (Smith, Powell, Combs & 

Schurtz, 2009). Players who derive pleasure from the suffering of others may engage in 

behavior such as taunting, trash-talking, or gloating, which can detract from the overall 

enjoyment of the game and create a negative atmosphere for other players. 

 

2.3 Toxic behavior in online gaming 

Toxic behavior in online gaming is highly prevalent nowadays and there are not many 

people who engage in online gaming that are spared from it (Saarinen, 2017). Toxic behavior 

in online gaming refers to actions and attitudes displayed by players that are disruptive, 

disrespectful, or harmful to others within the gaming community. It is a common issue that 

can occur in various forms and across different online games, including League of Legends 

and others. Some common toxic behaviors in online gaming according to Saarinen include: 

1. Harassment and Verbal abuse: Encompasses instances where players use 

offensive language, insults, or personal attacks directed at others, often 

occurring through text or voice chat. This includes sexism, racism, 

homophobia, and other forms of discrimination. 



 

 

2. Spamming: Excessive use of chat to disrupt communication or flood the chat 

with irrelevant or offensive content. 

3. Griefing/Trolling: Intentional actions aimed at ruining the gaming experience 

of others, such as intentionally feeding (repeatedly dying to the enemy team), 

intentionally losing matches, or sabotaging teammates. 

4. Cheating/Hacking: Using unauthorized third-party software or exploits to gain 

an unfair advantage over the other players in the game, such as aimbot, 

wallhacks and general scripting. 

Studies have shown that toxic behavior in online gaming has been found to have positive 

associations with certain personality traits. These traits include sadism, which refers to 

deriving pleasure from inflicting suffering on others, psychopathy, which involves persistent 

antisocial behavior and reduced empathy, and Machiavellianism, which entails manipulating 

and exploiting others for personal gain (Saarinen, 2017). 

Among these traits, researchers have identified sadism as having the strongest 

correlation with toxic behavior in online gaming. This finding suggests that online trolling can 

be seen as an online manifestation of everyday sadism, where individuals derive satisfaction 

from causing distress to others in the gaming community (Saarinen, 2017). 

Although toxic behaviors in online gaming are not the main focus of this study, as this paper’s 

goal is to observe the enjoyment players get from experiencing schadenfreude in League of 

legends and not whether they engage in any of the above-mentioned behaviors. It can 

however still be relevant as schadenfreude can be correlated with sadism in some instances. 

Players prone to enjoy others' misfortune would in many cases also be prone to enjoying 

inflicting said misfortune themselves (Schumpe & Lafrenière, 2016). 

 

  



 

 

3 Methodology 

In an attempt to understand and measure the prevalence of schadenfreude and its 

correlation to player enjoyment within the boundaries of online PvP gaming, this paper will 

answer the research question: How does schadenfreude affect a player’s enjoyment in a game 

of League of Legends? To do this we will use a quantitative correlation research methodology 

in the form of a survey that will be sent out to the League of Legends subreddit. Such a survey 

will allow us to get a multitude of different responses and provide a more objective and data 

driven answer to our research question. This is in contrast to a qualitative method which 

although could provide deep and meaningful answers, it comes at a cost of a low sample size 

and anecdotal data.  

 

3.1 Research Design and Data collection 

This study utilizes a quantitative correlation research methodology to examine the 

relationship between the enjoyment experienced while playing League of Legends and the 

frequency and/or intensity of schadenfreude felt during gameplay. It will also examine what 

specific type of schadenfreude is the most enjoyable for players to experience. 

This will be conducted with a survey that will include a series of statements that aims 

to define distinctive moments of schadenfreude in a game of league of legends, and whether 

or not the participant agrees or disagrees with said statement.  

The statements were constructed with the research behind schadenfreude in mind but 

still keeping them highly relevant to the gaming experience of league of legends. For 

example, justice or someone deserving of misfortune, their rivalry towards their lane 

opponent, their own personal involvement in said misfortune and whether the affected party 

can express their grief. 

 



 

 

The research will also collect data regarding the demographic, skill level, and 

frequency of play of the players participating in the survey. This will be used to compare to 

one another and then analyze and find correlations with the previous statements. 

The survey will be posted in the forum Reddit, on the specific subforum dedicated to 

League of Legends related questions. To date this subforum boasts a total of 6.4 million 

members which means a wide range of participants for the survey. 

 

3.2 Data analysis 

The data will be analyzed using a cross tabulation analysis. Cross-tabulations, at their 

essence, are data tables that display the outcomes of the entire respondent group, along with 

outcomes from specific subgroups within a survey. They enable the exploration of 

relationships within the data that may not be immediately apparent when considering the 

overall survey responses alone. By utilizing cross-tabulations, one can gain insights into the 

connections and patterns within the data that might otherwise go unnoticed by focusing solely 

on the aggregated survey results. 

In this study participants were divided into skill level, frequency of play, and type of 

player (Social, Competitive or Both). This data is then used to analyze the correlation between 

their answer to different statements regarding schadenfreude and their enjoyment of their 

gaming experience.  

This data was recorded into an excel spreadsheet, color coded and put into a series of 

different tables to analyze the correlation between the statements and the participants 

demographic. Lastly, this data was put into a series of relevant graphs that can be observed in 

the result section. Data that showed no significant correlation was ignored. 

 



 

 

3.3 Limitations 

Defining a moment when schadenfreude occurs in a game of league of legends can be 

difficult, since the game has a lot of depth, and no situation will be similar to another. What 

one player might presume is a clear case of an enemy player suffering great misfortune, 

another player simply perceives it as a natural part of the PvP experience.  

Another limitation of the research is the researcher's personal bias towards the 

individual’s reason for enjoying the game. Which is due to the scope of the paper being 

limited to the ones they felt were the most common, the social and competitive type.  

Another possible limitation is the risk that the replies will be gathered from the same 

specific community and generate a biased sample, as all of our data is gathered from the same 

forum.  

  



 

 

4 Results 

With a total of 116 participants the results show that players enjoy witnessing other players 

experience misfortune, although in varying ways. When asked to agree or disagree to five 

different statements regarding schadenfreude in game, where 5 is agree and 1 is disagree, we 

can see that every single one of the 116 participants in this survey agreed (voted four or 

higher) on one or more of the five statements and 110 participants voted a five on one or more 

of the statements. 

Figure 1 

Number of participants who fully agreed with the statements, out of 116 participants. 

 97 participants fully agreed to the statement “witnessing a toxic player get killed was 

more enjoyable than a non-toxic player”, which was significantly higher than any other 

statement. 

  



 

 

Figure 2 

Rank distribution by competitive and social players 

 

When looking at the rank distribution of the participants and the type of player they 

consider themselves as we can see a pattern emerging. Competitive players are generally 

ranked higher than players that consider themselves to be purely social players. 

 This graph also closely resembles riot games' own statistical graphs of rank 

distribution (See Appendix C) although skewing towards the higher ranks. This is highly 

likely because of the specific community that participated in this survey. Such a community 

has a higher probability to be involved in the game to a deeper extent (more competitive/play 

more hours a day) than the general league of legends population. 

 

  



 

 

Figure 3 

Percentage of type of players divided into low rank and high rank

 

This graph shows the percentage of the type of players who are ranked Gold and 

below and Platinum or above. The cutoff point for mostly social and mostly competitive 

players seems to be the gold and platinum rank as seen by the above graph. According to 

Esportstales, players ranked platinum and above are in the top 13.9% of the player base, 

which makes it reasonable that most players above this rank consider themselves competitive 

in some way.    

 

Figure 4 

The average result of the five statements divided by Competitive and Social Players 

 



 

 

Note. The above table shows the average result of the five statements mentioned in Figure 1, 

where one is disagree and five is agree. 

Another trend that can be observed throughout the survey is that more competitive 

players tend to agree to more statements regarding schadenfreude in League of legends 

compared to social players. This is in-line with what the authors theorized before undertaking 

this study. 

 

Figure 5 

The average rank of the five different statements ranked by all participants 

 The survey also shows which statement the players agreed with the most. In the Figure 

above, players were asked to rank the different statements with the highest (five) being the 

one they agreed with the most and the lowest (one) the one they agreed with the least out of 

the five statements. The graph has been ordered by the highest average ranking when ranked 

by all participants. 

As with Figure 1, this Figure also points towards,” witnessing a toxic player die”, as 

the most agreed upon statement when it comes to deriving pleasure from others misfortune. 



 

 

Figure 6 

Two most statements agreed upon statements, divided into Competitive and Social players 

   

The above graph shows the percentage of the type of players who each enjoys the different 

statements the most. Out of the two most popular ways to derive pleasure through 

schadenfreude that we found, we can see a stark difference between the type of player and the 

statement they ranked the highest. 

In total, 63% of social players ranked “Witnessing a toxic player die” the highest 

while 53% of Competitive players ranked “Being the reason an enemy player dies repeatedly 

or complain in All-Chat” the highest. The participants ranking “Witnessing a toxic player die” 

on the low end (1-2) were overwhelmingly competitive players (or both). Out of the 14 

participants only 1 was a social player ranking the statement 1 or 2. 

 

  



 

 

Figure 7 

Players of different rank, agreeing or disagreeing to the mentioned statement  

 

When asked “I'm willing to deviate from optimal gameplay in order to attempt to 

make one (or more) of my opponents have a bad time” these were the results when ordering 

the results by high rank players and lower ranked players. 

Interestingly, higher ranked players are more willing to deviate from optimal 

gameplay in order to attempt to make one (or more) of their opponents have a bad time rather 

than the lower ranked players. 

  



 

 

Figure 8 

Percentage of different type of players agreeing or disagreeing with the mentioned statement 

 

This trend is further proven by the above figure which shows that if the player considers 

themselves to be more competitive, they are more inclined to agree with the statement. 

 

  



 

 

Figure 9 

Different type of players agreeing or disagreeing to the mentioned statement 

 

As can be observed in the above figure, there is a great disparity between purely competitive 

players and the other type of players when asked about the statement “My opponent's ability 

to express displeasure after having a bad time is one of the reasons why I find the game 

enjoyable”. While competitive players are split 50-50 on agree and disagree, the other types 

can see a huge difference with only ~20% of purely social players agreeing and ~23% of 

players indicating both types agreeing. Meaning competitive players are twice as likely to 

agree to the statement. 

 

  



 

 

5 Discussion 

So how does perceived schadenfreude affect a player's enjoyment in a game of league of 

legends? According to our data, every single participant feels good about making an enemy 

player have a negative experience in-game. Although not all of them derives pleasure from 

the same type of negative experience being inflicted. The most common type of pleasure, 

however, was the one gained from witnessing a toxic player get killed. This correlates directly 

to previous research saying that schadenfreude is more prevalent if the person who 

experiences said emotion deems that the victim of the misfortune deserves it. As a toxic 

player is generally disliked by their peers, most commonly for the use of displaced 

aggression,  

For the individuals who did not enjoy witnessing the misfortune of toxic players, the most 

favored way of experiencing schadenfreude was being the reason that an enemy player 

complains in all-chat or dies repeatedly. This further suggests that these players might be 

more inclined to toxic behavior themselves since getting pleasure from inflicting misfortune 

onto others could be a case for sadistic behavior which is further linked to toxic behavior in 

gaming (Kowert, 2020). 

In conjunction to the previously mentioned results, it was also noted that the social players 

heavily favored witnessing toxic players get killed. As seen in Figure 6, 63% of social players 

ranked this statement the highest, whereas competitive players overwhelmingly enjoyed being 

the reason that the enemy complained in all chat, 53% of competitive players ranking it the 

highest. Although there isn’t enough evidence to support, the trend that social players enjoy 

watching toxic players enjoy the game less could be because a negative team atmosphere 

directly affects their ability to enjoy the game’s social aspect. On the contrary, the people who 

ranked the witnessing a toxic enemy player die repeatedly the lowest were predominantly 

competitive players. Again, as there is no definitive source to back this up, it could be 

speculated to be connected to the fact that competitive players focusing on winning more than 



 

 

the social aspect and thus doesn’t care as much as a social player in case their own team's 

atmosphere is perceived as negative. Because of the lack of evidence supporting both of the 

aforementioned statements, more research on the topic would be required. 

Surprsingly, players who were more willing to deviate optimal gameplay in order to make 

sure an enemy player had a bad experience were competitive players. This was further 

underlined by the fact that competitive players enjoy being the reason an enemy has a bad 

experience. The reason for this could be argued to be because players of a competitive nature 

do not empathize with the opponents the same way a social player might do. And is instead 

focused on beating the opponent unconcerned whether that actually benefits the team or not. 

 

  



 

 

6 Conclusion 

In this study we aimed to research schadenfreude and its prevalence in League of 

Legends, namely how it affects a player's enjoyment in it. We wanted to further expand on the 

subject since its research in digital games is vastly lacking. To accomplish this, we conducted 

a survey that was posted in the largest League of legends forum and later compared the 

different answers to the different demographics. The demographics included focused on their 

rank, average playtime per week, total years playing and main enjoyment when playing. This 

helped us see how players interpreted schadenfreude depending on activity, experience and 

reason for playing. 

What we found was that all players, regardless of demographics, enjoyed some 

element of schadenfreude. The most well-liked element was “witnessing a toxic player die”, 

which 83% of the participants gave a full score. In the 17% that didn’t give it full score, 

almost all of them were competitive players (or both). This shows that competitive players are 

less bothered by toxicity than a social player is. Apart from that, as shown in Appendix B, the 

ability for an enemy player to express displeasure after having a bad time didn’t matter to 

75% of the participants, yet 100% of them enjoyed some element of schadenfreude. This 

strongly suggests while they enjoy making a rival miserable, confirmation isn’t required. As 

long as the player in question perceives that the enemy player’s having a bad time, they’re 

going to be content. However, due to the limited research on schadenfreude and complete lack 

of schadenfreude research in games, it's not possible to connect these findings to previous 

studies. This does mean, however, that there are several topics that further research could be 

conducted on. Schadenfreude in League of Legends could be elaborated on. Experiencing 

schadenfreude by perceiving that your rival or person in question is having a bad time. 

Although we’d like to state that the most interesting topic for further research would be how 

schadenfreude can be used to make a game more enticing. As every single participant of our 

survey agreed to enjoy it, there is a high possibility that there could be successful games in the 



 

 

future with mechanics built upon this very emotion. However, in order to ensure that the game 

and its potential community does not suffer from malignance, the game developers would 

have to evoke this emotion without instigating further toxicity. Thus, further research on the 

topic is of utmost importance to solidify whether this is a consistent behavior among people 

who enjoy competitive games or simply an outlier.  
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Appendix A 

Glossary 

Word/Abbreviation Definition 

All-Chat The function to write messages viewable to all 10 players 

participating in the game, unlike the normal chat function which is 

only viewable to the 5 people on your team. 

Displaced aggression Displaced aggression when a person (or animal) experiences 

agitation or provocation but is unable or unwilling to take it out 

over the aggravating factor. 

Enemy player Player on the opposing team 

Game plan The general idea of what the goal in game will be to optimize 

chances of winning as well as the best way to execute it. Because 

of Leagues nuance this will vary between matches. 

In-game Commonly used to refer to everything that happens inside the 

game 

Killed What happens in League of Legends when your health points hit 

zero. Your screen turns gray, and you’re put on 15-60 seconds 

timeout from participating in the game. Once the timeout is over 

you continue to play the game as normal. 

Opposing Laner A player on the opposing team playing in the same part of the 

traversable map as the player in question, often playing the same 

role and seen as a rival. 

Player Person playing the game is commonly referred to as player 



 

 

PvP Player versus Player, commonly referred to games which pits 

player against players in a competitive environment 

Rank A Players visible rank displaying their skill in comparison to the 

rest of the player base. 

Tilt/Going on tilt Originally a Poker term, it refers to a state of mental or emotional 

confusion or frustration in which a player adopts a suboptimal 

strategy 

Toxic behavior Player who is prone to displaced aggression and have an easy time 

going on tilt 

Toxic player Players who are prone to toxic behavior 
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Milella, V. (2023). League of Legends Rank Distribution – April 2023 [Image]. Esportstales.  
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tier 
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