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Abstract 

This thesis investigates the phenomenon that player retellings can evolve into myths within sandbox 

games, using the Herobrine myth in Minecraft as a case. In games lacking a predefined narrative, such 

as Minecraft, players can construct meaning through retellings of their experiences. This research 

explores how the Herobrine myth - originating from a 2010 forum post - has taken on meaning through 

retellings and influenced player experiences. Using a phenomenological approach, we conducted semi-

structured interviews with ten players who engaged with Minecraft during Herobrine’s peak in cultural 

relevance (2010–2013). Thematic analysis of the interview data resulted in four core themes. The theme 

Presence was about the perception of Herobrine as part of the game world. Gameplay captured changes 

in the gameplay atmosphere and behavior. Community showed how the myth gained meaning through 

social and online interaction. Lastly, Nostalgia presented players' retrospective reinterpretation and 

complex emotional attachment to the myth. The findings suggest that in sandbox games, player-created 

myths can gain symbolic significance and directly influence the gameplay experience. Furthermore, 

player-created myths can shape how players relate to the game long-term, regardless of their belief in 

the myth. These insights contribute to a deeper understanding of player agency in meaning-making and 

show that a simple retelling can leave a lasting mark on the game it stems from. 
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Minecraft, Herobrine, Retellings, Myth, Legends, Meaning-making, Sandbox Games, Digital Folklore, 

Online Communities, Lore 
  



   

 

 

 

Abstract (Swedish) 

Denna studie undersöker fenomenet att spelares återberättelser kan utvecklas till myter i sandbox-spel, 

med Herobrine-myten i Minecraft som fall. I spel som saknar ett förutbestämt narrativ, såsom Minecraft, 

kan spelare skapa mening genom att återberätta sina spelupplevelser. Studien utforskar hur Herobrine-

myten - som ursprungligen uppstod i ett foruminlägg 2010 - har fått betydelse genom återberättelser och 

påverkat enskilda spelares upplevelser. Med en fenomenologisk ansats genomfördes semistrukturerade 

intervjuer med tio spelare som var aktiva i Minecraft under Herobrines kulturella höjdpunkt (2010–

2013). Genom tematisk analys av intervjumaterialet identifierades fyra centrala teman. Presence 

handlade om upplevelsen av Herobrine som en del av spelvärlden. Gameplay belyste förändringar i 

spelatmosfär och spelarbeteende. Community visade hur myten fick mening genom social och digital 

interaktion. Nostalgia beskrev spelarnas retrospektiva tolkningar och känslomässiga kopplingar till 

myten på lång sikt. Resultaten visar att spelarskapade myter kan få symbolisk betydelse i sandbox-spel 

och direkt påverka spelupplevelsen. Dessutom kan dessa myter omforma spelares relation till spelet, 

oavsett om de tror på myten eller inte. Studien bidrar till en djupare förståelse för spelares roll i 

meningsskapande och visar hur en enkel återberättelse kan ha långvarig påverkan på det spel den kom 

ifrån. 

Nyckelord 

Minecraft, Herobrine, Retellings, Myth, Legends, Meaning-making, Sandbox Games, Digital Folklore, 

Online Communities, Lore 

 

 

  



   

 

 

 

Synopsis 

Background 

Retellings have been established as a product of compelling game narratives, as players want to share 

stories of in-game experiences with others. However, in the sandbox game Minecraft - where the 

narrative is constructed by player imagination - retellings naturally become a part of the fiction. The 

Herobrine legend exemplifies this phenomenon: originating from a 2010 forum post, the player-created 

supervillain has become a staple character in Minecraft’s fiction through countless discussions, fan art, 

and in-game mods. In this study, we view Herobrine as a community myth and examine how he has 

directly affected the experiences of Minecraft players, to elucidate his impact on Minecraft as a retelling 

that became myth. 

 

Problem 

The notion that retellings can become myth in games with a narrative driven by player imagination - 

like Herobrine became myth in Minecraft - births the largely unexplored question of how experiences 

within these games can be influenced by their retellings. The problem this study addresses is that player 

retellings have not previously been discussed as influential to experiences in these games: what kind of 

meaning can a retelling have within the game world, and how can it influence gameplay? 

 

Research Question 

How can a player-created myth take on meaning and influence experiences in a sandbox game? 

 

Method 

A phenomenological study was conducted to answer the research question. To collect data, qualitative 

semi-structured interviews were held with 10 participants, who got to share stories and reflections of 

their experiences surrounding the Herobrine myth. The interview findings were then analyzed through 

thematic analysis to identify core themes related to the research question. 

 

Results 

Four themes related to the research question were established through thematic analysis. The theme 

Presence described how players perceived Herobrine as part their worlds, attributing unexplained 

happenings to him and projecting different identities onto him. Another theme was Gameplay, which 

explored how Herobrine directly affected gameplay elements for players. This included a change in 

atmosphere (how it felt to play the game) as well as the development of new mindsets and gameplay 

choices. The third theme was Community, which highlighted how the Herobrine myth was constructed 



   

 

 

 

and reinforced socially, particularly through interactions with friends and online content. Lastly, the 

theme Nostalgia captured how interviewees reflected on Herobrine in hindsight and how preservation 

of the myth’s identity was of importance for many of them. 

 

Discussion 

The findings suggest that myths do not require validation to be meaningful because their presence is 

shaped by player interpretation. In the case of Herobrine, players justified his existence through 

symbolic associations within the game world. Secondly, myths can influence how players approach the 

game itself. Herobrine both altered the atmosphere of play and encouraged more performative 

engagement, such as rituals and pranks. Finally, player-created myths can be emotionally lasting. Even 

after the belief in Herobrine faded, he remained central to how players thought and talked about 

Minecraft, showing how a simple retelling can leave a lasting impression on a game. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

When playing games, we occasionally want to share our experiences or interpretations with others - to 

retell them. Eladhari (2018) discusses how retellings extend narrative experiences in games beyond the 

predefined story, as players construct meaning through sharing their unique experiences. Retellings of 

games can include discussing the story, recounting unexpected glitches during gameplay, or creating 

own interpretations of the game world through fan fiction and art (Eladhari, 2018). Salen and 

Zimmerman (2004) mention several motivations behind retellings, such as reliving exciting moments, 

conveying the joy of play, or sharing strategies. Not only do retellings let players share their experiences 

with others, but they can also serve as an indicator of a well-crafted narrative system, as they demonstrate 

that players found the experience compelling enough to share (Eladhari, 2018). 

For Minecraft (2011), player retellings have become essential to its identity in the game industry. The 

developer Mojang (2025) states on the game's official site: "The world of Minecraft is built by players, 

for players.". As an open-world sandbox game where the player is given no narrative context, Minecraft 

prompts players to imagine their own stories. This imagination-driven narrative naturally generates 

countless gameplay retellings. In 2022, Minecraft had the most works published out of any game on 

Archive of Our Own, a platform for transformative fan works (Krum, 2022). Furthermore, Minecraft is 

the most viewed game on YouTube, with over 1.2 trillion total views, according to Let's Play Index 

(2025). Ohlendorf attributes the emergence of retellings in Minecraft to its blankness (2016). He 

describes the game world as an "untouched canvas that can be used at will" and states that players 

explore the narrative collectively through the ubiquitous accounts of play experiences. 

Through retellings, Minecraft's narrative can be viewed as a shared experience by many. This aligns 

with Carstensdottir and Larsen's (2022) work surrounding myth and its influence on game worlds. Myths 

in games encapsulate the essence of the game world. They are the stories by and for the community that 

inhabits said world (the Minecraft players, in this case). Carstensdottir & Larsen introduce two layers 

of myth in games, which we will define as the gameplay layer and the fictional layer. The gameplay 

layer is, expectedly, about the play of the game. The myth within this layer does not exist within the 

fictional world but are still a part of the play. This, for example, includes norms about how to play the 

game (Carstensdottir & Larsen, 2022). In Minecraft, one such norm could be that trees should be cut 

down entirely, so that no floating tree lumps are left in the world. The fictional layer, on the other hand, 

is about the lore of the world, including the shared history of its inhabitants and their perspectives. 

Although this layer is often established through world-building by the game developers (Carstensdottir 
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& Larsen, 2022), in the case of Minecraft, the players have complete agency over this layer, creating 

said fiction almost entirely through retellings.  

Even though player-created fiction does not technically exist within a game's code, it can be considered 

a part of the game's fictional world. A prominent example of this in Minecraft is the player-created 

supervillain Herobrine. Originating from a forum post in 2010 by an anonymous user (Minecraft Wiki, 

2025), the legend of Herobrine has persisted within the Minecraft community for over a decade, 

surpassing all official characters in terms of Google search traffic (Google Trends, 2025). Furthermore, 

the developers have interacted with the myth several times, officially recognizing it as a part of the 

Minecraft canon. For example, Herobrine has appeared in several promotional images and has 

continuously been mentioned in patch notes and changelogs (Minecraft Wiki, 2025). Despite his absence 

from any official game version, Herobrine has become a myth within Minecraft through community 

stories, comics, discussions, artwork, and in-game mods.  

The phenomenon of Herobrine presents an aspect of retellings that has yet to be explored - the 

transformation of a single retelling into a widely recognized myth of a game. This could be considered 

inevitable in games like Minecraft, where the narrative authority lies with its community, and its myth 

is built upon the stories retold by players. However, the transformation of a retelling into myth could 

also allow for a changed perception of the game amongst players. Landay (2022) describes Herobrine 

as "a ghost in the machine" - a symbol of the unknown nature of Minecraft. The notion that he could be 

the cause of all the monsters spawning at night or that he could be waiting deep down in a mine, can 

affect the experience of playing the game. To some, the myth of Herobrine has become a way of 

explaining unusual happenings during gameplay. Users on the Herobrine Sightings Wiki (2016) tell 

stories of their ores mysteriously disappearing and blocks placed as crosses in the overworld. The belief 

in his fictional existence is, according to Landay (2022), an example of how Minecraft invites the 

audience to participate in its imaginary world. However, since the "invite" in this case stems from a 

retelling with countless versions being retold throughout the community, there could be a plethora of 

varying experiences when it comes to Herobrine and his prominence in the game. This study aims to 

explore some of these experiences, focusing on how Herobrine has taken on meaning for players and 

how he directly affects their Minecraft experiences. Individual Minecraft players will be asked to share 

their experiences of Herobrine, including how they first encountered the myth, if their gameplay 

experiences were directly affected by it, and how their overall perception of Minecraft has been 

influenced by it. The findings of these individual stories will hopefully help in elucidating Herobrine's 

actual impact on the game as a retelling that became myth. 
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1.2 Problem 

The problem this study addresses is the limited understanding of how player retellings can influence the 

games which they originate from - specifically in sandbox games where player imagination shapes the 

experience. While retellings have already been established as a product of compelling game narratives, 

the notion that retellings can become myth in games with no predefined narrative - like Herobrine 

became a myth in Minecraft - births the question of how these games in turn can be influenced by their 

retellings. This question remains largely unexplored but could provide a better understanding of the 

relationship between retellings and the play of these games. We will study how Herobrine has taken on 

meaning and influenced experiences for individual Minecraft players, hoping to spark future discussions 

about retellings as a more integrated aspect of gameplay in sandbox games. 

1.3 Research question 

The study will aim to answer the following question:  

How can a player-created myth take on meaning and influence experiences in a sandbox game 

To explore this question, the Herobrine myth in Minecraft will be used as a case. The term meaning 

refers to how players lay significance to certain elements of a game. This will be further explored 

through symbolic interpretation in section 2.3.2.  

1.4 Limitations 

The research is limited to examining the Herobrine myth within Minecraft as a single case. This is a 

fitting case for answering the research question mainly due to the myth’s prominence in the community. 

Herobrine is one of the most well-documented and known myths in gaming, hence finding participants 

that fits the criteria of having interacted with the myth is an easy task. Furthermore, there is a large 

amount of material available online in the form of stories, discussions, videos, pictures etc, that can give 

perspective to what the participants tell. 

There are also limitations to the scope of analysis, with the study focusing on qualitative findings from 

Minecraft players. This means that the results will provide detailed insights into how Herobrine can 

influence individuals rather than address community-level trends or concrete numbers. However, since 

the research is conducted with an exploratory mindset, with the primary goal to spark discussions about 

retellings as influential to player experiences, the findings should prove sufficient.    
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2 Extended Background  

2.1 Minecraft  

Minecraft represents a unique approach to video game storytelling through its lack of built-in narrative. 

Since its release in 2011, it has become the best-selling video game of all time (Guinness World Records 

Limited, 2025) and is available across multiple platforms, including PC, Xbox, and mobile devices 

(Mojang AB, 2025). The game places players in randomly generated 3D worlds where they can break 

and place blocks, craft tools, and discover various creatures and structures (Landay, 2016). 

Unlike story-driven games, Minecraft provides no preset narrative or detailed background story. 

Because of this open-ended design, Minecraft is often described as a "sandbox game," meaning player 

choices shape the experience entirely. While there are rules governing how the world functions, no 

structured story guides the player, and any sense of narrative comes from what players do within the 

game (Agius & Lerviks, 2024). Investigating the unique narrative nature of the game, Landay (2016) 

states that this narrative vacuum creates an environment fit for player-generated stories, claiming 

Minecraft is distinctive due to its narrative development as a world where storytelling is secondary to 

world-building. The research also demonstrates how Minecraft players fill the narrative void through 

various forms of expression, from edited videos to forum posts about in-game experiences. These 

activities generate a narrative landscape that compensates for the minimal storyline provided in the 

official game (Landay, 2016). Agius and Lerviks (2024) investigate this further and bring up Survival 

multiplayer Servers, SMPs, demonstrating how these servers develop their own playing styles, some as 

extensive as creating their own traditions and stories, often using roleplay to develop ongoing narratives. 

2.2 Herobrine 

One of the most prominent myths within the Minecraft community is the story of Herobrine, a 

mysterious character resembling the main character, Steve, but with white, glowing eyes. Ever since the 

first retelling of Herobrine by an anonymous user on the 4chan forum in August 2010 (Minecraft Wiki, 

2025), the character has garnered unparalleled attention within the community, surpassing official 

Minecraft characters in terms of Google search traffic (Google Trends, 2025) and fan fiction 

appearances (Archive of Our Own, 2025). This section presents the origins and popularization of 

Herobrine, clarifying his rise as a community myth. 
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Figure 1: Depiction of Herobrine inside a house (Minecraft Wiki, 2025). 

 

2.2.1 Origins and characteristics 

Herobrine’s origins are notably vague and are mainly described through an approximate timeline of 

events that happened in late summer of 2010. This is because he did not originate from the official game 

lore but instead spread as a myth on internet forums and social platforms. The Minecraft Wiki (2025) 

presents a detailed story on how Herobrine rose as a myth within the community: 

The first known story of a Herobrine encounter was posted on the forum 4chan in early August of 2010, 

in which the anonymous user told of an unknown player-like entity staring at them from the distant fog. 

The entity was also said to display strange behaviours, such as creating sand pyramids in the ocean and 

stripping leaves off trees. When trying to start topics about the encounter on the game's official forum, 

the users' posts were supposedly deleted, and they received messages from another user named 

"Herobrine" telling them to stop posting (Minecraft Wiki, 2025). The 4chan forum post was 

accompanied by a screenshot taken by the user at their first encounter with the entity: 
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Following the original forum post on 4chan, livestreamers Copeland and Patimuss staged sightings of 

the entity, now recognized as Herobrine. They re-textured in-game items such as paintings and doors to 

mimic his appearance and streamed their encounters with him around the 30th of August 2010 

(Minecraft Wiki, 2025). This led to a big upswing in forum activity surrounding Herobrine, with users 

debating whether the sightings were legitimate or not (Minecraft Forum, 2010). The livestreams of 

Copeland and Patimuss were considered lost media until 15 July 2024, when they were re-published on 

YouTube by user brutallillfjomp (2024).  

 

Figure 2 The original screenshot posted on 4chan, where an unknown entity can be seen in the 

distance (Minecraft Wiki, 2025). 
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Through the first Herobrine retellings, he was established as an alleged dead brother of Minecraft’s 

founder Notch, haunting the game world. He was also said to have manipulating powers, such as 

possessing other entities to do his bidding. Most early retellings suggested that he took a passive role 

and seldom confronted the player head-on but instead stood on a distance and stared at them (Minecraft 

Wiki, 2025). This could of course be due to the limitations of these first staged encounters, where the 

Herobrine “entity” was created through re-texturing paintings and doors, which are static items in the 

game-world. 

2.2.2 Popularization 

After the original retelling and the events of Copeland’s and Patimuss’s livestreams, Herobrine has 

become widely regarded as one of Minecraft’s major community icons (Minecraft Wiki, 2025). 

Countless alleged sightings have been posted on YouTube, with one such video having received over 

70 million views (SpaceWaffle, 2012). Furthermore, many in-game mods introducing Herobrine as a 

hostile mob have been made, letting players encounter, and even fight him. On the Curseforge website, 

over 7000 mods relating to him have been uploaded (Curseforge, 2025). Lastly, Guinness World 

Records (2013) placed Herobrine 46th on the “Top 50 Video Game Villains of All Time” according to a 

public vote. He was the only character on the list with no in-game appearance. 

Furthermore, developers of the game have interacted with the legend of Herobrine in many ways and 

instances, ranging from official patch notes to social media posts by the developers. This, according to 

Ohlendorf (2016), provides a cycle of "mutual reinforcement" where the community feeds the 

developers and vice versa and claims fostering the legend is of great financial benefit to Mojang. 

Figure 3 Enhanced Screenshot of Copeland's Minecraft Stream (Minecraft Wiki, 2025) 
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However, whether the interactions were based on commercial interest is unclear since the posts by 

developers have had shifting tones regarding the matter. The first post made by a developer is Markus 

Persson’s Twitter post regarding the legend, claiming Herobrine is not real. 

“Herobrine isn't real in any way, no. I never had a brother (well, there's a half brother I never 

meet..), and he's not in the game.” - (Notch, Notch Status, 2011) 

However, more importantly, one of the most prominent examples of reinforcing the legend comes from 

numerous patch notes where the developers claimed that they "Removed Herobrine." These statements 

could fuel the myth, as Ohlendorf discusses, or be a way for the developers to prank the community. 

The first patch note regarding Herobrine was posted in the "Minecraft Beta 1.6.6 patch notes" a few 

months after Notch's comment on Twitter: 

” […] * Removed Herobrine” (Notch, The Word of Notch, 2011) 

This rather playful interaction between developers and the community demonstrates a broader 

phenomenon that Ohlendorf (2016) further explores. The research suggests that virtual interactions with 

legends can be as meaningful as physical ones, as they occur within the unique "liminoid space" that 

games create. Another key insight from the study is how player-created myths blur the boundaries 

between virtual and real environments. While Herobrine was never part of Minecraft’s code, Ohlendorf 

concludes that the legend has become embedded in the collective Minecraft experience. 

2.3 Prior research 

While prior exploratory research on Herobrine is limited, we searched extensively for previous 

theoretical studies or frameworks that could help in putting the phenomenon into perspective. In the 

following section, these studies are presented. 

2.3.1 Myth in games 

Aupers (2015) work on spiritual play frames an increasingly eminent form of spirituality in secularized 

parts of the world - mythmaking (mythopoeia), as established by J.R.R Tolkien. Mythmaking is 

described as the construction of a fictional world, in which what is ‘true’ accords with the laws of that 

world. Tolkien advocated the construction of such worlds, since he felt that modernity and secularization 

were detrimental to mystery and magic (Aupers, 2015).  

Carstensdottir & Larsen (2022) build upon the concept of mythmaking in their work about myth in 

perennial games (live, ongoing games with continuing stories). When looking at myth within the 

boundaries of a perennial game world, they define it as ‘the stories by and for communities, to explain 

the world they inhabit’. Furthermore, mythmaking thus becomes ‘the active construction of these stories 

by the community’ (Carstensdottir & Larsen, 2022), which includes retelling or experiencing them 
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together. However, the construction of myth in perennial games can be highly complicated, as it relates 

to concerns of authorship and diegesis. The authorship of myth in a game world depends on what type 

of narrative is told within it. For example, Geraci (2014) frames World of Warcraft (WoW) as a game 

world with pre-defined societies and mythology that players can engage with in several ways, including 

roleplaying, guilds, or larger organized community events. Even though the player community is 

instrumental to the ‘World’ of Warcraft, it is built upon history and lore written by the developers, which 

makes them primary authors of WoW’s myth. However, in sandbox games like Minecraft, the 

authorship of myth often lies completely with the players. Even though the developers can interact with 

a sandbox game’s myth (as stated in section 2.2.2), the essence of a sandbox world is constructed only 

by player stories and shared experiences. This naturally complicates the diegesis of myth in such games 

- what exactly can be considered part of the canon? 

To dissect myth and diegesis in perennial games, Carstensdottir & Larsen (2022) employs a two-layered 

structure, consisting of a play-oriented layer and a fiction-oriented layer. The play-oriented layer is 

“looking at the game as an object of mythmaking in play” (Carstensdottir & Larsen, 2022), meaning 

that it includes all player activities, such as questing, raiding, and managing inventories. It also includes 

out-of-game activities like community discussions, YouTube videos and live streams. This layer of myth 

does not exist within the fictional game world, as it is “stories lived by real people” (Carstensdottir & 

Larsen, 2022). The fiction of a game world instead lies within the fiction-oriented layer of myth, 

including societies, backstories and other types of lore. The two layers actively depend on each other, 

the fiction-oriented layer often providing the backbone of the game world and the play-oriented layer 

making the fiction feel real and lived (Carstensdottir & Larsen, 2022). 

When bridging Carstendottir & Larsen’s (2022) two-layer structure with Minecraft and its player 

authority in mythmaking, the diegesis becomes blurry. Since there is no pre-defined narrative in 

Minecraft, the fiction-oriented layer is instead completely constructed by the lived experiences in the 

play-oriented layer. The players tell stories of their journeys through retellings, discussions, and content 

creation, which collectively provides more ‘lore’ to the Minecraft world. Therefore, one can argue that 

whatever a player imagines to be part of Minecraft’s canon, is exactly that. In the context of Herobrine, 

individual player interpretations of the myth and its existence within the Minecraft world are 

consequently instrumental to understanding how it has taken on meaning and influenced player 

experiences. 

2.3.2 Meaning Making 

In section 2.2.3, it was established that Herobrine was never a part of Minecraft’s code, but rather a 

character embedded in the game’s collective experience (Ohlendorf, 2016). When studying how he, as 

a player-created myth, can take on meaning within the game, the focus must therefore shift from what 

actually is in the game to how it can be imagined and lived through play. How can meaning be made 
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where there is none intended from the developers? Regina Friess (2012) presents a symbolic 

interactionist perspective to meaning making in games, stating that meaning is created by the players 

themselves. 

Symbolic interactionism is a theory developed by George Herbert Mead (1934) and later formalized by 

Herbert Blumer (1969). It posits that people act toward things based on the symbolic meaning those 

things hold for them, and that this meaning arises through communication, shared experiences and 

cultural context. For example, a handshake can symbolize a greeting, while a thumbs up gesture can 

symbolize approval. Regina Friess (2012) extends the theory of symbolic interactionism to video games, 

stating that the meaning of gameplay elements (characters, events, environments, etc.) emerges from 

how players interpret them. She identifies several aspects of meaning making through gameplay, one 

relevant aspect being representational perception. In representational perception, the imagination refers 

to objects or situations the player knows from external contexts (2012). For example, a player exploring 

an abandoned house might associate it with their external understanding of haunted houses, interpreting 

flickering lights or creaking doors as a supernatural presence. The associations might not be built into 

game mechanics but are informed by the player’s prior knowledge of the situation.  

One could argue that Herobrine primarily would take on meaning through representational perception 

as described by Friess (2012). He is not a coded entity or feature within the game, but a figure 

constructed through retellings. Players that encounter these external stories may begin to form 

expectations and interpretations of his presence. If, for example, a player watches a video about 

Herobrine emerging from a dark cave, they might associate caves in their own game world with his 

presence. In this way, Herobrine could take on symbolic meaning through representational perception 

even though he is not in the game.  

Another interesting aspect of representational perception is how it could relate to age. Tiryakioglu 

(2001) states that symbolic interaction affects children differently, due to their knowledge deficits and 

immature information processing strategies. He exemplifies this by referencing previous research made 

by Gerbner & Gross (1976), which suggests that exposure to violence in media may lead to children 

perceiving the world as more dangerous than it is. In the context of Herobrine, one could therefore argue 

that exposure to online content of him may affect children’s perception more than that of adults. This 

notion will be examined further through the accounts of individual Minecraft players (see section 5.1). 

2.3.3 Ostensive Action and Legend-tripping 

Dégh and Vázsonyi's work on legend-telling (1983) presents an interesting case of how folklore is 

communicated and explains how real-world actions can be influenced by, or even manifest, the 

narratives of legends. Dégh and Vázsonyi mention ostension, a term derived from semiotics (the study 

of signs), as a form of communication where reality, a tangible object, situation, or event, serves as the 

direct message. This implies that communication occurs through directly demonstrating a phenomenon 
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rather than through symbolic representation. When this act of "showing" involves a physical 

performance, it is called ostensive action. They argue that "telling, even in folklore, need not always be 

identical with talking." (Dégh & Vázsonyi, 1983) 

A frightening example of ostensive action mentioned in the article is the story of tampered Halloween 

candy, which initially started as a legend or a rumor but then, through actions, became a reality. 

Specifically, the rumors suggested that individuals would hide dangerous objects like pins and razor 

blades or inject drugs or poison into candies. As the rumor spread, parents took precautions, and kids 

became scared of trick or treating. Eventually, the legend even inspired some to tamper with the candy 

themselves. This behavioral change shows how legends can make people act as if the legend were true 

and, by extension, make it true and strengthen the original narrative. They state that narratives can 

transform into facts, just as facts can inspire narratives. 

Another example of ostensive action is the widespread concept of “legend-tripping,” where people 

interact with urban legends by going to locations linked to the stories and performing certain actions. 

McNeill & Tucker describe these journeys as a “plunge into the realm of the supernatural,” (2018) and 

turns the legends from narrative into something real, something "acted out" or experienced. However, 

legend trips don't just include tripping, but often motivates discussions about what they experienced 

after, sometimes sparking debate. They also argue that the very act of debate paradoxically strengthens 

the legend and gives it greater meaning. This is particularly interesting for the Herobrine case - might 

discussing online stories or personal experiences with others give the myth more meaning for the 

players? 
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3 Method 

3.1 Research strategy 

3.1.1 Chosen Research Strategy 

This research explores the Herobrine myth through a phenomenological approach. Denscombe (2010) 

argues that phenomenological studies are fit for exploring human experiences, focusing on subjectivity 

and interpretation rather than measurement or categorization. Using the phenomenological framework 

for this study allows for exploring how players have individually been affected by the Herobrine myth 

when playing Minecraft. This approach aligns with the subjectivity of the myth - Herobrine represents 

a personal and varied experience among players, and since answering the research question with a single, 

definitive truth is neither realistic nor appropriate, phenomenology is a fitting strategy. As Denscombe 

(2010) states, a phenomenological approach embraces the possibility of multiple realities, making it 

particularly suitable for investigating a phenomenon as multifaceted as Herobrine.  

3.1.2 Alternative Research Strategy 

Two other research strategies - ethnography and case study - were discussed. However, both had 

weaknesses for the study. Ethnography could benefit the study by focusing on player perceptions to 

gather detailed data about how the myth affects player experiences. It would also allow us to compare 

Herobrine with other game myths. However, Ethnography has a core requirement for direct observation 

(Denscombe, 2010), making it unsuitable for our research. We cannot directly observe the historical 

development of the myth, and its existence across various online and offline spaces makes it impossible 

to maintain the persistent observation that ethnography requires. Since the myth surfaced over 15 years 

ago, and piqued in interest over different times, it challenges the ethnographic methods requirement of 

consistent observation.  

Another research strategy considered was case study, which could have been appropriate for 

investigating the Herobrine myth within the larger Minecraft community, and especially for tracing how 

it developed over time (Denscombe). However, Denscombe states that case studies often benefit from 

multiple sources of data to contextualize the phenomenon within its setting (2010) - in this case the 

Herobrine phenomenon within the Minecraft community. Since this study focuses solely on individual 

experiences surrounding the myth, it lacks the broader range of data needed for a robust case study. 
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3.2 Data collection 

3.2.1 Chosen Data Collection Method 

The data collection method chosen for this study was semi-structured one-to-one interviews, following 

the guidelines by Denscombe (2010). This method was chosen because it allows for flexibility in 

allowing spontaneous follow-up questions and deeper exploration of particularly interesting aspects that 

arise during the interview (Denscombe, 2010). Since the study focuses on personal memories and 

interpretations, semi-structured interviews are well suited to encourage openness while still maintaining 

a set of core questions. The one-to-one format should also help reduce external pressure, allowing 

participants to speak without the influence of others. 

3.2.2 Alternative Data Collection Method 

Another data collection method considered for the study was a content analysis of online discussions 

and social media posts of Herobrine. While a content analysis would allow for insights into community-

wide conversations, exploring how players casually talk about the myth online, Denscombe (2010) 

points out its tendency to disregard the context and tone of texts, which can make it difficult to examine 

their implied meaning. This shortcoming would be particularly evident in a study that mainly focuses 

on player thoughts, which makes content analysis unsuitable for this case. 

3.3 Analysis Method 

3.3.1 Chosen Analysis Method 

The qualitative data collected from the semi-structured interviews was analysed through a thematic 

analysis in accordance with (Braun & Clarke, 2006), in which core themes were identified based on 

participants’ stories. Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest that a systematic six-step process be used for the 

thematic analysis, including: 

1. Familiarizing with the data to gain a better understanding of the participants’ stories. 

2. Identifying interesting segments of the interviews and creating codes based on them. 

3. Organizing codes into categories, clarifying relationships and establishing initial themes. 

4. Revisiting the initial themes to ensure relevance to the research question. 

5. Formally defining themes that were found relevant and understanding how they relate. 

6. Writing the report while discussing each code within the thematic framework. 
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3.3.2 Alternative Analysis Method 

Another considered method for analysis of the interviews was a discourse analysis, that focuses on the 

implied meaning of what was said. According to Denscombe, it is based on the premise that words 

construct a form of meaning rather than just depict reality (2010). Therefore, researchers can use 

discourse analysis when studying how people talk about certain phenomena. For this study, the interview 

transcripts would be ‘deconstructed’ in accordance with Denscombe (2010), to expose potential 

meaning in how players talked about Herobrine. This could include any metaphors used or recurring 

phrases, but also whether the interpretations of the myth were referenced to a wider social ideology or 

constructed by the interviewees themselves. However, this study aims to present individuals’ 

experiences as they were depicted and not interpreting them through a pre-defined concept, which is a 

premise of phenomenology (Denscombe, 2010). Furthermore, results of discourse analyses tend to be 

rather subjective and dependent on the insights from the researcher, which could lead to reduced 

transferability. For this study, discourse analysis was therefore deemed unfit. 

3.4 Method Application 

3.4.1 Sample Selection 

The interviews were conducted on 10 participants who actively played Minecraft during the height of 

the Herobrine myth’s influence, between 2010 and 2013. This timespan was chosen because it represents 

the peak of Herobrine’s visibility in the community, according to search traffic numbers on Google 

Trends (2025). To ensure participants had relevant experiences to share, all interviewees were confirmed 

to have played the game during this specific timespan.  

The sample was selected through convenience sampling. All participants were individuals to whom the 

researchers had prior connections, either through personal relationships or through shared online 

communities. Participants were contacted either in person or via Discord, depending on the existing 

relationship. Although convenience sampling has limitations in terms of generalizability, it was 

considered appropriate for this exploratory qualitative study, where the goal was to gather detailed 

stories from the participants. Additionally, the familiarity between researcher and participant helped 

establish comfort during the interviews, especially given the personal nature of the discussions. 

Participants appeared willing to speak openly about their memories and feelings surrounding the myth, 

which enhanced the depth of the data collected. 

Given these criteria, most participants would have been approximately 9 – 12 years old when the myth 

was most prevalent. Focusing on such a narrow age group might give more detailed accounts specific 

to that age group but might also affect the general applicability of the research. However, it is important 

to note that the data collection involved interviewing adults reflecting on these childhood experiences, 
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rather than interviewing children. Given that the myth’s peak was in the past, getting firsthand accounts 

means relying on retrospective accounts. While this increased the risk of recall bias, it was inevitable 

for this study. 

3.4.2 Interview method 

The interviews were conducted in person or via Discord calls, depending on what was most convenient 

and comfortable for the participants. While a text-based approach was considered, speaking with 

participants allowed for a natural flow of the conversations and captured details in the responses. While 

conducting verbal interviews meant more work, especially regarding transcription, it was deemed 

valuable for interpreting the data in the subsequent thematic analysis. The interviews were recorded with 

iPhone’s “Voice Memos” when in person, and through Open Broadcaster Software (OBS) when 

conducted over Discord. 

3.4.3 Transcription of interviews 

While attempts were made to use automated transcription tools, such as Word’s transcribe function and 

OpenAI’s Whisper run locally, these tools proved inefficient and inaccurate in transcribing Swedish 

speech. As a result, manual transcription was chosen instead. While being more time-consuming, the 

process naturally allowed for more familiarization with the data, which Braun and Clarke (2006) 

emphasize is an integral part of the thematic analysis. 

3.4.4 Thematic analysis 

The interview transcripts were read through Google Docs, and comments were written to highlight 

interesting quotes or parts. Both researchers read through all transcripts to get an understanding of the 

collected data. The comments were then discussed, and the ones that were deemed relevant for the study 

were coded in a separate Google Spreadsheet, including the code, quote, and interviewee index. All 

codes were copied from the spreadsheet into the visual organization tool Miro, where they could be 

color coded based on interviewee indexes to track the distribution of responses. The codes were then 

grouped into sub-themes that would potentially describe aspects of the thesis question. Any codes that 

did not form or fit into a sub-theme were set aside, but not fully removed in case they became relevant 

later. Lastly, the sub-themes were discussed and grouped into main themes, with 4 themes identified in 

total. All main themes and sub-themes were finalized at this stage, but one sub-theme was moved from 

a main theme to another during the final review process. 
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3.5 Believability  

To ensure the believability of our research findings, several aspects were addressed in accordance with 

Denscombe (2010). He presents four key terms of believability, which are credibility, dependability, 

transferability and confirmability, each of which is discussed below. 

3.5.1 Credibility 

According to Denscombe (2010), credibility refers to how accurate the data is, but also how appropriate 

it is when considering the research question. The credibility of the data was handled by implementing 

detailed sampling criteria when finding participants, which are presented in section 3.4.1. This approach 

meant that participants were familiar with the Herobrine myth, and that the collected data by extension 

was relevant for the research. 

3.5.2 Dependability 

Denscombe (2010) defines dependability as whether the research can be replicated in other studies. For 

this study, Braun and Clarke's framework was used for the thematic analysis process to make it 

streamlined and replicable. Transparency was also taken into consideration. Things important to the 

study such as sampling methods, interview questions and coding examples were presented to enhance 

replicability. 

Given the existing relationship with some of the participants, the potential for bias was also recognized. 

To mitigate this and maintain consistency, an interview guide with a set of prepared questions was 

written (see Appendix B). Furthermore, participants were informed before the interviews that they were 

free to interpret questions as they wished, were not obliged to answer every question, and should speak 

from their own experiences. This helped in getting genuine responses from the participants. 

3.5.3 Transferability 

Transferability refers to if the data collected can be applied to other examples of the same phenomenon 

(Denscombe, 2010). In this study, the sampling criteria naturally resulted in a narrower scope for the 

findings. To assist other researchers in validating the potential use of the findings for future studies, the 

limitations of the study were discussed in section 5.2. This transparency allows for a better 

understanding of where the findings of this study might or might not apply. 

3.5.4 Confirmability 

Lastly, confirmability refers to whether there is an absence of bias in the research and how neutral the 

data collection is (Denscombe, 2010). For this study, the extensive prior knowledge of Herobrine and 

Minecraft provided an informed perspective that helped in developing relevant questions for the 
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interviews. While prior knowledge could introduce bias, it was countered in several ways. Firstly, Braun 

and Clarke's framework was referred to during the thematic analysis to increase objectivity. Secondly, 

the interview guide was used to avoid leading questions during the interviews. This ensured that data 

was collected and analyzed as neutrally as possible. 

3.6 Ethical Considerations 

There are multiple ethical considerations to have in mind while conducting research on people. 

Vetenskapsrådet (2024) argues that the research should be conducted with respect towards the human 

value, human rights and their fundamental freedom in consideration. 

A fundamental principle for ethical research is informed consent (Vetenskapsrådet, 2024). First, the 

researcher must gather and document consent from potential participants. This process includes 

communicating what participation in the research means and how data will be collected and handled. 

The participation must be voluntary, without pressure or improper incentives. The consent form should 

be specific enough that the participant can get a clear picture of what their participation will entail. 

Lastly, the consent should be documented and clearly stated, either orally or in writing (Vetenskapsrådet, 

2024).  

During the study, we did not reimburse any participants, limiting potential improper incentives to 

participate. A consent form was produced (see Appendix A). This was signed by participants before any 

research began. The consent form included how data would be gathered and handled, as well as a 

statement that it followed the general data protection regulation (GDPR) guidelines (IMY, 2021) 

(Vetenskapsrådet, 2024).  

Participants should also have the right to withdraw their consent at any time, which should be as 

straightforward as giving consent. The effect of the withdrawal should be clearly communicated, for 

example, how already collected or processed data will be handled (Vetenskapsrådet, 2024). The ability 

to withdraw and how any data would be handled was properly advocated in the consent form (see 

Appendix A).   
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4 Results 

Ten interviews were conducted with individuals that played Minecraft in the timespan 2010 to 2013 - 

the time in which Herobrine was most relevant. All interviewees shared experiences regarding the 

Herobrine myth, both in-game and out-of-game. The following table presents the themes, sub-themes, 

and some representative codes identified during the thematic analysis. 

Table 1: The study’s themes, sub-themes and example codes for each sub-theme 

Theme Sub-theme Sub-theme description Example codes 

Presence Attribution Attributing unexplained 

in-game events to 

Herobrine. 

• Thought that cave sounds were Herobrine 

• Sets leaves on fire  

• Places redstone torches  

• Is an answer to many things 

Identity Imagining Herobrine’s 

identity within the game 

world. 

• A glitch in the matrix 

• Fills the role as intelligent villain 

• Contrasts the rest of the game  

• Feels like the only real character in 

Minecraft. 

Gameplay Atmosphere How Herobrine affected 

participants’ feeling of 

playing the game. 

• Fear & Excitement  

• Felt Watched  

• Added mystery to the game  

• Fear as a playful thrill 

• Like watching a horror movie 

Mindset  How Herobrine affected 

participants’ mindset when 

playing the game. 

• Did not go down in caves because of 

Herobrine 

• Cut down forests and filled cave openings  

• Herobrine felt like exploration, to break 

new ground 

Rituals The conduction of 

different rituals in relation 

to Herobrine. 

• Attempting to "Summon" or look for 

Herobrine 

• Summoning won't work every time 

• Failed summoning, still believed in him 

Community Friends How participants’ 

experiences of Herobrine 

were shaped through 

• Create lore with friends 

• Lied about Herobrine-sightings, FOMO 
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friends and social 

dynamics. 

• Finding Herobrine as a collective challenge 

• Friends riled each other up 

• People were dragged into the community 

when friends showed Herobrine 

Online 

influence 

How the consumption of 

online videos, discussions, 

rumours etc. shaped 

personal perceptions of 

Herobrine. 

• Perception of Herobrine came from 

YouTube 

• YouTube contributed to the uncertainty 

• “Removed Herobrine" patch notes were 

scary 

• Terrified of Herobrine videos 

Nostalgia Reinterpretation How the interpretation of 

Herobrine’s character 

transformed over time. 

• Herobrine is more comedic now than 

before 

• Now he is mostly a character, not a myth 

• Does not believe in Herobrine today 

Preservation The preservative attitude 

towards Herobrine and his 

premise within Minecraft. 

• The mystery gets ruined if Herobrine is 

added 

• Hard to do Herobrine justice, if added to 

game 

• Adding Herobrine would feel like a 

commercial trick 

4.1 Presence 

The theme Presence explores how Herobrine was perceived as part of the Minecraft world by the 

interviewees. Many described moments where he felt present, despite not being part of the official game. 

These perceptions included interpreting strange or unexplained events as signs of Herobrine but also 

imagining him as a real character with distinct traits and intentions. The sub-themes reflect these 

different aspects of Herobrine’s presence as described by the interviewees.  

For clarification, the term presence is not connected to the established field of presence research that 

deals with virtual environments and user experience. It only refers to Herobrine’s presence within the 

game world according to the interviewees. 

4.1.1 Identity 

Many interviewees discussed Herobrine’s identity within the game world, with several different 

interpretations being voiced. P1 viewed Herobrine as an intelligent villain, in contrast to other entities 

in the game:  
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“It feels like Herobrine is kind of like a character that Minecraft is missing a bit. That it's a kind 

of humanoid, smart villain. That it's not just a stupid mob that runs at you. It feels like all the 

mobs in Minecraft are monsters and then it's nice to have Herobrine to connect all the villanous 

things to a mastermind.” (P1) 

P1 further described Herobrine as a passive character: “[…] you don’t really think of him as someone 

who directly confronts a player.” (P1) and framed him as someone who rather stays in the shadows and 

plans his next move on the player. Both P5 and P9 saw him as a passive character as well, with P5 

elaborating that “he doesn’t do much” himself, but that he rather controls other mobs to do his work. 

Herobrine’s relationship to other mobs was also mentioned by P10. They imagined Herobrine as the 

leader of the endermen (a hostile mob in Minecraft) due to their shared traits, such as the ability to 

teleport and sneak up on the player. They framed Herobrine as the “big boss” who appears only after 

players defeat the endermen and the ender dragon, and recalled thinking that “I will never reach him, 

since I’m struggling to defeat the other mobs in the first place”.  

 

Figure 4: Enderman in a forest (Minecraft Wiki, 2025). 

 

P7 had a more visual interpretation of Herobrine, stating that he felt like a “reflection of oneself”. This 

stemmed from his visual similarity to the player character Steve. They further elaborated on the visual 

similarity, questioning Herobrine’s identity: 
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“Herobrine feels like a monster pretending to be human. […] It becomes a little more mysterious 

since you don’t even know if it’s his real appearance or if it’s a facade. Maybe he’s an impostor?” 

(P7) 

In contrast, P2 argued that Herobrine lacks a coherent backstory within the Minecraft universe, making 

his identity fundamentally unclear: “[…] you can believe in him as much as you want but there is no 

clear evidence”. Yet for several others, this lack of logic enhanced Herobrine’s mystique. P3 viewed 

Herobrine as “something that wasn’t meant to be in the game but kind of created itself” and stated that 

he becomes “scarier and more meta” because he feels like a glitch or bug in the system. P6 also discussed 

his otherworldly character as something strengthening:  

“He’s in stark contrast to the rest of the game, which is very cool. Herobrine feels separated from 

the rest of the game. It’s like an unknown entity has entered the game world. He doesn’t fit in, 

but it’s part of his story.” (P6) 

4.1.2 Attribution 

Several interviewees discussed how unexplained happenings in-game could be attributed to Herobrine. 

He was, for example, frequently framed as the imagined culprit of cave noises. Several interviewees 

connected a specific one-shot cave sound to Herobrine. P5 stated that “Herobrine felt terrifyingly 

present” when they heard the sound, leading them to exit the game out of fear. P8 also expressed their 

fear of the cave noises: "[…] Like... the sound in the cave. That "weeee" sound. That is a fucking scary 

sound […]". They explained that they linked the sound to Herobrine because they were already familiar 

with the noises made by other entities, like zombies. P7 stated that cave sounds were attributed to 

Herobrine because caves were devoid of anything else that could initiate them: 

“If you just went down in a mine, there was spooky music and a one-shot sound. Then I thought 

he would be behind me. […] I thought that this mysterious cave sound... because there was never 

anything else there, I thought it was Herobrine.” (P7) 

Other types of unexplained events were also attributed to Herobrine. P5 recalled seeing trees without 

leaves and redstone torches placed in the world - both of which they initially credited to Herobrine. In 

hindsight, they realized the leafless trees were caused by wildfires, and the redstone torches had been 

placed by another player. But at the time, Herobrine served as a kind of “default explanation”. 

While P1 did not specify any attributions, they did shed light on the general mindset of attributing 

unexplained happenings to Herobrine: 

“It’s so easy to blame Herobrine for anything. He's truly become an icon of bugs. If there's 

anything in the game that doesn't feel right, it's Herobrine. Even if it's in a joking way or if people 

really use him as something to blame. He's just been the answer to so much […]” (P1) 
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P4 and P10 also commented on this general tendency to credit unexplained happenings to Herobrine. 

P10 said they often thought they saw Herobrine while exploring - though it usually turned out to be a 

torch or another monster. For them, it was mostly about wanting Herobrine to be part of the world. P4 

reflected on how imagining Herobrine’s presence made the game feel less empty: 

“When I was young, I often played alone, and so I was alone in the world. And in some way, I 

think it was wishful thinking that Herobrine did all these things. That there was someone else in 

my world, not just myself.” (P4) 

4.2 Gameplay 

This theme explores the emotional and practical impact Herobrine had on gameplay. Worth noting is 

that all interviewees discussed gameplay during the period 2010-2013, and most of them explicitly stated 

that Herobrine has no considerable impact on their everyday gameplay today.  

Many interviewees described an altered feeling of playing the game - a shift in its overall atmosphere. 

Another frequent theme in the interviews was how new mindsets and gameplay choices emerged in 

relation to Herobrine. Lastly, a variety of rituals to summon Herobrine was a common discussion, with 

several of the interviewees trying them in their worlds.  

4.2.1 Atmosphere 

The atmosphere of the game refers to an underlying feeling during gameplay, which several 

interviewees said was altered by the myth. P4 explained that while Minecraft originally felt like a rather 

peaceful game to them, Herobrine introduced a darker undertone. They recalled feeling watched by him 

and had it in the back of their mind that he might surprise them at any moment, which induced a 

combination of fear and excitement. Several other interviewees mentioned the feeling of fear and 

excitement; P7 described Herobrine as a horror aspect of the game, which was a welcomed change of 

pace: 

“It changed Minecraft into a more horror-oriented game, much scarier than it was at first. […] I 

really appreciated that feeling because it made it more fun than being all alone. It was like “What 

if I'm not alone?”. I was terrified but at the same time I thought it was so exhilarating.” (P7) 

P6 also welcomed the sense of horror that Herobrine induced, defining it as “Bigfoot-vibes” – the 

thought that something might appear if you look for it hard enough. This new vibe provided an 

excitement factor even though they were unsure of his existence, which made them motivated to play 

more. P8 furthered this by comparing him to a horror movie. They recalled being scared of previously 

minor things, such as the sound a pickaxe makes when it breaks. According to them, the thought that 

Herobrine might exist was enough to shift the game’s atmosphere: “[…] It’s like when you turn off the 
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lights and you start thinking something might be there to haunt you”. P2 attributed this fabricated horror-

feeling to the fact that they couldn’t rule out the possibility of Herobrine existing regardless of their 

beliefs, which increased the notion that something “could happen” at any point. 

Other atmospheric shifts were also described; P5 stated that Herobrine added a layer of mystery to the 

game, comparing him to unexplored ground:  

“I think it has added some kind of new feel to the game. At least for me. The thing about me is I 

like exploring things that are unexplored, and it feels like most of this world is pretty well-known. 

People know how it works, and I know how it works. But then Herobrine came, and he was 

something unexplored. I thought it made the game more mysterious […]” (P5) 

The added mystery was something P6 touched upon as well. They defined Minecraft as a “peaceful 

sandbox where animals ran around, villages existed, and that was all there was to it”, and stated that the 

idea that an unknown entity existed in this tranquil world automatically instigated a sense of mystery 

and complexity when they played the game. 

4.2.2 Mindset 

There were also several instances during play where interviewees developed new mindsets because of 

Herobrine, which changed their way of approaching certain gameplay elements. As stated in earlier 

themes, a common conception among the interviewees was that Herobrine existed in caves, which led 

some to avoid them altogether. P5 recalled certain periods during which they did not interact with caves 

and instead stuck to the crafting part of the game. They previously had mentioned attributing cave noises 

to Herobrine, and when asked if there was a correlation, they laughingly answered: 

“You heard that strange sound - you ran straight back to the surface, haha. But yeah, it felt very 

uncomfortable. And I remember telling my sibling not to go down there” (P5) 

P8 also described a growing fear of going into caves because of Herobrine. They attested to being afraid 

of caves before they knew about him, since they inhabited other monsters such as zombies and creepers. 

However, as they developed an understanding of Herobrine, they logically thought that he existed there 

as well, because he was a monster too. Just like with P5, there was also a correlation to cave sounds, 

which they attributed to him:  

“It was just scary to go down into caves, and then you saw all this Herobrine stuff, and then the 

sound came on. Well, it was a bad mix of everything. So I avoided it for, I think a very long time” 

(P8) 

Some avoided night-time out of fear for Herobrine. P8 remembered “not wanting it to be night at all” 

and actively trying to sleep as soon as it got dark in-game. They said it was due to the already posed risk 

- hostile mobs only spawn at nighttime, which made them believe Herobrine would too. P10 also 
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mentioned an increased fear of night-time, since hostile mobs spawning could mean that Herobrine 

spawned as well. They further recalled building precautionary traps with their sibling to keep him away: 

“[…] but we always made sure to build these holes with pistons outside of our house, so that he wouldn’t 

be able to get to us. I don’t know if that would work though since he can teleport around, haha”. Other 

precautions, such as cutting down forests and filling cave openings, were mentioned by P7, who said 

they generally played more cautiously because of Herobrine: 

“I was always like… I was preparing for something to happen. I took all these precautions. I built 

high walls and made secret entrances to my house, and I cut down my forests and filled cave 

openings because I thought he came from there.” (P7) 

While many interviewees told of avoidance or precautions in relation to Herobrine, some described a 

more exploratory mindset. P1 explained that they “felt thrilled by the thought of him appearing” and 

actively searched for him by digging narrow tunnels underground. They did this because of a video 

where Herobrine had appeared before someone digging a tunnel, which they thought was real at the 

time. P9 said that they wanted the myth to be true after finding out about it and searched for traces of 

Herobrine in their worlds. They further stated that the myth probably motivated them to pursue more 

exploratory activities in the long run, and that they enjoy it still: 

“Going out and trying to find him with your friends was like a fun thing. You never knew if you 

were going to encounter something, or if there was some truth to him. [...] But I think just 

exploring mysterious things is something I do more now because of it. First it was more about 

completing the game, but now I like to find cool stuff along the way.” (P9) 

4.2.3 Rituals 

A specific aspect of the gameplay in relation to Herobrine was the conduction of so-called Rituals, which 

were central to many of the interviewees. P3 recalled watching a YouTube video on how to “Summon 

Herobrine”, in which an altar of netherrack was made to summon him into the game. However, the 

summoning did not work when they tried it themselves. They stated that even though they were afraid 

of him, summoning him felt fun: 

“It's fun when it's intentional, and less fun when it's unintentional. I was afraid he would come 

without me wanting it. But if I did it myself, then I knew he would come, and I would be ready 

and prepared to exit the game whenever I want” (P3) 
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Figure 5: Netherrack altar that was built with intention to spawn Herobrine (Minecraft Wiki, 2025) 

 

P4 also tried the netherrack altar ritual, which they described as a “well known trick” within the 

community. Their motivation for trying it was “I wanted to see Herobrine in my own world - I wanted 

to be scared.” The summoning did not work for them, which they defined as a bit of a turning point in 

their beliefs. This was also discussed by P5, who tried building a portal to “Herobrine’s realm”, similarly 

to how portals to the Nether and the End are created. They talked about a video guide on how to build 

the portal - that visually showed Herobrine at the end - which led them to completely believe in his 

existence. However, when the ritual failed, they recalled feeling lied to:  

“That day was both the day that I believed in Herobrine the most, but also when I realized he did 

not exist. That was the turning point. There was such a build-up from when I first saw that video, 

just for it not to work. I almost got angry because it felt like a fraud” (P5) 

In contrast, P7 did not discredit their belief in Herobrines existence when rituals failed. Instead of seeing 

the failed attempt as proof of his nonexistence, they attributed it to his uncertain nature. They described 

several monuments they built to summon him - including both the netherrack altar and the portal to 

“Herobrine’s realm” - of which none worked. However, they still believed in his existence, reasoning 

that it would not make sense if it worked every time: “Herobrine was in itself a very hidden and 

mysterious thing, so I just thought I was unlucky rather than it not working”. 

P1 also commented on the conduction of rituals, stating that they felt a need to try them, even though 

they were unsure of Herobrine’s existence: 
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“When I saw stuff like that on YouTube, I just needed to see for myself if it was true or not. I was 

maybe hoping that it was true because I thought Herobrine was so cool and I wanted to know how 

it would work to interact with him” (P1) 

4.3 Community 

The theme Community explores how Herobrine was conceived through social interaction, both among 

friends and in online spaces. Most interviewees described how the myth was shared, discussed, and 

reinforced in the communities they were part of. These social contexts seem to have played a central 

role in shaping how Herobrine was perceived by the interviewees. 

4.3.1 Friends 

Many interviewees described how their experiences with Herobrine were shaped through interactions 

with friends. P6 mentioned that Herobrine was a frequent topic of conversation within friend groups, 

where they shared videos of alleged sightings among each other and discussed him as a character. They 

also told of a real-life game in school where one friend portrayed Herobrine, clarifying that “When it 

was about Minecraft in school, Herobrine was the only important character” (P6). Several other 

interviewees mentioned discussions of the myth within friend groups, with P1 stating that solving the 

Herobrine mystery felt like a collective challenge within their friend group: 

“It was a fun challenge, like what if we find him? It’s fun to discuss something mysterious with 

your friends and especially because it was about something that you don't even know if it exists 

or not.” (P1) 

P7 defined a fear of missing out (FOMO) regarding Herobrine, saying that when friends told of personal 

Herobrine sightings, they felt the need to “make shit up” to appear as if they also have had experiences 

with him. They further discussed that FOMO might have encouraged them to search for him in game, 

stating that “if my friends have seen Herobrine, then I must be able to see him in some way too”. In 

contrast, P9 was also told of alleged sightings from friends but did not believe them: 

“And then there were also moments where people might have thought he existed […] I was maybe 

nine years old and slept over at someone's house, and one of my friends had claimed to have seen 

him, but it felt like they were lying and were trying to be a little special.” (P9) 

Another frequent phenomenon within friend groups was the conduction of Herobrine pranks. P4 told of 

a time when their friend pranked them late at night by typing “Spawning Herobrine…” in the server 

chat. They thought this implied that Herobrine had come, which made them exit the game out of fear. 

After their friend admitted to pranking them, this became a standing joke for weeks, which broke the 

immersion for them: “That's when I started to understand that Herobrine doesn't exist in my worlds. 
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That he's just a character that people used to scare others - to scare me, haha.”..” P10 also referenced 

being pranked by some more experienced friends, stating that “They used their knowledge of him to 

abuse me and my sibling”. However, this dynamic motivated them to play more - they developed a 

better understanding of the myth and wanted to experience Herobrine themselves: 

“I remember I was in awe of my friends because they knew so much about him and everything 

else in the game. Maybe it was a bit of wishful thinking that I would encounter him myself, but 

at the same time, you did not want to be completely traumatized, haha.” (P10) 

P5 recalled pranking their friends themselves through different means. For example, they used a 

datapack (a custom file that modifies gameplay features in the game) to add Herobrine as a mob into the 

game. They further discussed pranking friends as something that created lore: 

“I just found it fun to joke around with my friends in Minecraft. Then I create more lore. I made 

Herobrine come to life in our world. Even if it was just a few seconds before they noticed I had 

added the datapack, he came to life in Minecraft for a few seconds”. (P5) 

4.3.2 Online influence 

The online landscape was frequently framed as a source of perception regarding the Herobrine myth. 

Many interviewees said they were first introduced to him on the internet, and that their initial view of 

him was shaped from YouTube videos. P2 recalled searching for videos on how to mine diamonds fast 

(a valuable mineral in the game), when they encountered “clickbait videos of Herobrine”. This later 

translated into a fear of mining diamonds, since they thought he was most likely to appear when doing 

it. 

P3 expressed a general interest in creepypastas, exploring them extensively online, and said that it was 

how they encountered Herobrine sightings on YouTube. Since most of the videos they saw portrayed 

him as something “jumpscare-like”, with him appearing seemingly out of nowhere, they interpreted that 

he could to that in their world too: 

“Deep down I was probably always a little scared that he would pop up because that was what he 

did to the people in the videos. And that’s mostly something I don’t like - I hate jumpscares, 

haha.” (P3) 

Herobrine sightings on YouTube were further discussed by P4, who said that many of their favorite 

Minecraft youtubers posted videos of Herobrine infiltrating servers. Their perception of him was 

consequently that he could infiltrate their own worlds, which heightened the fear when their friend 

pranked them with the “Spawning Herobrine…” message in the server chat. 

The large variety of YouTube videos surrounding Herobrine sightings was commented on by P1. They 

said they felt like “everyone and their mom” posted videos, which led them to reflect about his existence: 
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“[…] so I could not exclude the fact that he did exist. I was so obsessed with watching those 

videos because you could see him in-game and it looked so realistic. Maybe I unconsciously 

pretended to believe in him because I wanted him to exist so badly for a while.” (P1) 

Some interviewees also commented on the appearance of Herobrine in official patch notes released by 

Mojang. P5 remembered that everyone talked about it as something confirming, stating that “If Mojang 

said it was true, it was true. Like, when even the developers acknowledged it, there sure had to be some 

importance to it”. They also remembered that when Mojang stopped putting Herobrine in the patch 

notes, it felt detrimental to the myth: 

“To me, it felt like he was gone for real then. Like they finally managed to remove him from the 

game. After that, I mostly remembered him as a character that was in the game.” (P5). 

4.4 Nostalgia 

An emergent theme that was extensively discussed during the interviews was the nostalgic aspects of 

Herobrine. Generally, interviewees reflected on the myths prior influence with fondness, while 

adopting a more humorous view on it today. Even though most stated that they do not believe in his 

existence anymore, many claimed that he influences their perception of Minecraft to this day. The sub-

themes, reinterpretation and preservation, explore the nostalgia surrounding the myth. 

4.4.1 Reinterpretation 

Several participants discussed how Herobrine’s character has changed over time. While he was 

perceived as mysterious and scary before, many participants now describe him as more nostalgic and 

comedic. P7 described this shift of perception: 

“It’s supposed to be a bit horror, but I think it’s a bit more comical now than it was then. […] 

Back then it was more serious, but now it’s a bit more funny […]” (P7) 

The perception that Herobrine’s role has become less threatening and more playful was echoed by P8, 

with the sentiment that Herobrine feels more comedic on a community level as of late: “The general 

view is that it’s become more humorous. Before, it was more serious.” 

The reinterpretation also affects the belief in Herobrine’s existence in game to some interviewees. P6 

said “Now I don’t think he exists, sadly. It would’ve been nice,” and P8 stated simply, “He’s dead. 

Haha! He’s been too debunked. It’s not like you believe he’s real anymore.” While experiences during 

their childhood may have involved fear or uncertainty, participants described a more evident awareness 

that Herobrine is not real as they learned more about the game and its mechanics. As P5 stated: “Now 

that I’m older and wiser, I know what all those things were. The cave noise was just a cave noise... I 

think it was my friend who put out a bunch of redstone torches to scare me - it worked.” 
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Even though most of the participants do not believe in Herobrines existence now, they still described 

him as a part of Minecraft. P7 described this transformation with a nostalgic tone: “Maybe because 

people grow up and thought it was funny - like, ‘God, I really believed in that.’ But it still has a good 

place in my heart.” P5 analogized the change to the belief in Santa Claus:  

“His whole thing is like Santa. When you’re a kid you’re happy because you believe he exists. 

And when you’re an adult, you’re happy because the kids believe he exists.” (P5) 

While Herobrine’s existence in-game might have been disproved, P6 claims he still exists in the game’s 

culture, as he continues to be present in Minecraft-related content: “Everyone knows it’s not real 

anymore, and people see it more as a character. And they make content about it as a character.” P8 

expressed how they watch Herobrine content just for the nostalgic feeling “And it’s fun to watch now 

for nostalgia”. Similarly, P7 said they would be interested in trying out Herobrine-mods “just for 

nostalgia”. Furthermore, multiple interviewees described Herobrine as intertwined with the game itself. 

As P1 stated, “He’s such a central character in Minecraft. He is just Minecraft.” P7 similarly described 

it, with a more personal connection: “Minecraft isn’t complete without my Herobrine”. 

Some interviewees also expressed excitement for his future as a character, with a desire for more 

acknowledgement. P6 suggested developers could hint at him via subtle worldbuilding: “They shouldn’t 

add Herobrine as a thing, but they could add things that tease or hint at him, that would be fun”. P1 is 

also excited for Herobrine’s future, explaining how the myth has had “a positive impact on the overall 

feeling of the game,” and added “It’ll be fun to see what happens with Herobrine. As long as Minecraft 

lives on, he’ll live on too.” 

4.4.2 Preservation 

Another aspect of nostalgia that formed during the interviews was the preservation of the myth. This 

mainly became evident when interviewees were asked if Herobrine should be added as an official feature 

to the game. Many expressed a feeling of protectiveness over Herobrine’s identity. For example, when 

asked if they thought he should be added as an official feature in the game, P3 answered that it had to 

be very limited: 

“There should be very small odds that you actually see him, because it gets boring if it becomes 

an everyday thing. […] I think people should need to really try finding him, and that it would be 

hard to encounter him.” (P3) 

They further discussed that should they expect him to appear, it takes away the mystery from the myth, 

which is a central aspect of it. P8 also touched upon the potential addition of Herobrine into the game, 

stating that it would ruin the myth completely. They said it would streamline many players’ perceptions 

of who he is, since everyone had a somewhat unique idea of him, depending on how they encountered 

him. Adding Herobrine to the game would, according to them, “[…] fall flat immediately and feel like 
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a cheap commercial trick”. P6 furthered the notion that adding Herobrine to the game would be 

detrimental, since it would go against the fundamentals of him. They described him as a “glitch in the 

matrix” and added that it does not feel correct for someone to deliberately put him in the code - he should 

be able to enter the code himself. 

Some approached it more neutrally: P7 explained that although they are intrigued about Herobrine’s 

future and feel like “it would be exciting to relive him in some way”, they think he inherently has a 

strong presence already: 

“I think that he has become such a heavy presence in the community that he is no longer needed 

in the game. It’s more like a character that everyone has memories about and loves to joke about.” 

(P7) 

P10 also expressed their satisfaction with Herobrine’s identity as is. They said that they still like to 

imagine him as part of their Minecraft worlds, because it reinforces mystery and makes the world “feel 

more real”. Altering with Herobrine would, according to them, be synonymous with altering their 

perception of Minecraft: 

“He has been a part of my Minecraft since I started playing, so they are kind of intertwined in 

meaning for me.” (P10) 
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5 Discussion 

5.1 Discussion 

We set out to explore how a player-created myth can take on meaning and influence experiences in a 

sandbox game but limited ourselves to researching the Herobrine myth within Minecraft. Therefore, the 

interview findings only reflect how Minecraft players have experienced and interpreted Herobrine. 

However, discussing these findings within the frameworks presented in section 2.3, we believe that 

some conclusions can be of importance for sandbox games in general. This is further discussed in 

sections 5.1.5 and 5.4.  

5.1.1 Presence 

The perceived presence of Herobrine within the game world was brought up by all interviewees. Despite 

being unsure of his physical existence, many described a sense that he might exist in some way. This is 

partly supported by the attribution of unexplained events, such as cave noises. Herobrine became a way 

of explaining the unknown, and an anchor to which players could project meaning. This aligns with 

Landay’s previous research on Herobrine (2016), wherein she frames him as a symbol of the unknown 

nature of Minecraft. She further emphasizes that the notion that he could be the cause of these 

happenings can affect the experience of playing the game. Our results reflect this: several of the 

interviewees told of being “terrified” or “exhilarated” when they attributed in-game events to Herobrine.  

Another thing that stood out across the interviews was how most interviewees naturally made sense of 

Herobrine’s character within their worlds, even though they never explicitly encountered him. Many 

even pointed out that it was in line with his identity. For example, some interviewees emphasized his 

passiveness and that he rather controls other mobs, which are often encountered during gameplay. Just 

like with the attributions, this implies that Herobrine could take on meaning through other aspects of the 

game world, even though he does not physically appear. This could be paralleled to the concept of 

representational perception as presented by Friess (2012). All interviewees had a preconceived 

understanding of who Herobrine could be in their game worlds, either stemming from friends’ stories 

or online media. For example, since some believed that he could control other mobs, those controlled 

mobs consequently became symbols that represented his presence. This could of course be enhanced by 

young age - Tirakioglu (2001) stated that symbolic interaction affects children’s perceptions more 

directly, and all the interviewees were children during the timespan 2010-2013. Nevertheless, it shows 

a form of meaning-making that builds upon symbols and what Herobrine represented to the 

interviewees. 
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In relation to the research question, the theme Presence suggests that the meaning of a player-created 

myth is not dependent on verification. Even though the interviewees never saw him explicitly, they still 

could attribute in-game things to him through symbolic interaction. This also exemplifies how he has 

become a myth in the fictional layer, as described by Carstensdottir & Bjarke (2022). While he started 

as a myth in the play-oriented layer through retellings, the construction of his imagined character and 

identity in the game world - the mythmaking - made him a part of the fiction.  

5.1.2  Gameplay 

Herobrine’s influence on the game's atmosphere and gameplay behavior was a common theme among 

all interviewees. Even though Herobrine's existence in-game was never explicit, many interviewees 

described the game as scarier and more mysterious in relation to his potential existence. The thought of 

his existence was enough to change how they perceived the game world and, by extension, what they 

did in it. The fear of Herobrine was manifested as interviewees avoided places where he was rumored 

to be found and built protective structures in preparation for his potential arrival. Continuing the 

discussion of Herobrine as a player-created myth, this is where the interplay between the two layers 

defined by Carstensdottir & Bjarke (2022) start to show. While the myth evidently existed within the 

fictional layer, with interviewees making sense of Herobrine as a part of the game world, it is also 

reinforced as a myth in the play-oriented layer since players develop new gameplay patterns and 

mindsets. 

One fascinating example of such a gameplay pattern was the conduction of certain rituals. Many 

interviewees described building shrines or portals with the intent to summon Herobrine into the game. 

Furthermore, most of these rituals seemed to be community-wide, with interviewees finding them 

through YouTube or other social platforms. This phenomenon aligns with the play-oriented layer of 

myths, which typically includes norms about how to play the game, as well as meta-discussions about 

the game. In this case, the meta-discussion revolves around how Herobrine, as a non-existent entity in 

the physical game world, could be made real through player action, while the norm is expressed in the 

specific ritualistic steps players followed to summon him. This emergent gameplay not only emphasizes 

Herobrine as a play-oriented myth but can also be seen as a contemporary example of Dégh and 

Vázsonyi's theory about ostensive actions (1983). The summoning attempts were particularly interesting 

since they could be examples of ostensive actions in the game world. The interviewees’ accounts could 

be seen as a direct "showing of an action by showing the action itself", a performative engagement with 

the myth. Furthermore, the motivation for these rituals aligns with Dégh and Vázsonyi's claim that 

“narratives can also be turned into facts” (1983). Many participants mentioned how these attempts were 

due to them wanting to verify the myth, which could be a way of attempting to make the narrative a 

"fact" in their gameplay.  
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While all reported summonings by the interviewees failed, it still gave them meaning in relation to their 

understanding of the myth. One participant described that the realization that the summoning did not 

work was a sort of "turning point" in their belief. This realization led them to question, and by extension 

discuss Herobrine's existence. On another note, one other participant continued to believe in the myth 

despite failed summoning attempts, which was an especially interesting case. They attributed the failed 

summoning to Herobrine's uncertain nature, which elucidates how the discourse around the myth can 

influence the interpretation of the outcome, making the myth persist even though the summoning failed. 

5.1.3 Community 

Another way in which the Herobrine myth took on meaning and influenced player experiences were 

through shared storytelling and interpretation within a bigger community. A focal point in most of the 

interviews was the discourse around Herobrine in friend groups, as well as online, which both reinforced 

and introduced new facets of the myth to the interviewees. For example, some interviewees recalled 

“hyping up” Herobrine, showing videos of him, and exchanging interpretations of him within their friend 

groups, while some interviewees even built their whole perception of him through online content. This 

implies that the myth was not fully constructed individually, but also socially, which is supported by 

Ohlendorf’s statement that players explore the fiction collectively through the ubiquitous accounts of 

play experiences (2022). It also in turn supports the findings of the Presence theme, where we defined 

Herobrine’s presence as constructed by preconceived understandings of his identity within the game 

world. These ideas of who he was or what he could do were often born through discourse within friend 

groups and online, which further proves the social importance of the myth. 

Furthermore, the discourse of Herobrine connects to what Landay (2016) stated about Minecraft’s 

narrative void: players generate meaning through various forms of expression, in this case discussing 

and interpreting Herobrine within friend groups and online, which compensates for the minimal storyline 

provided in the official game. One could argue that this provided a compelling way to actively make 

meaning out of him. One interesting example is the various accounts of Herobrine pranks told by the 

interviewees. Many recalled pranking, or being pranked by their friends, which to some made Herobrine 

feel more present in the game world. This implies that regardless of if the intention was purely to scare, 

the act of staging or reacting to these pranks contributed to the meaning, and reinforced Herobrine’s 

presence. One participant evidently stated that when they pranked friends, Herobrine “was real for a few 

seconds”. 

Another common theme was the wish to “seek out” Herobrine in-game, which was often done in friend 

groups. While this could be a digital manifestation of legend tripping, as described by McNeill & Tucker 

(2018), we claim that no substantial knowledge could be learned from them, since no participant 

reflected on their influence on the perception of Herobrine. Interviewees rather described these trips as 
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a part of hyping up the myth within their friend groups. However, researching these digital forms of 

legend tripping would be interesting, especially considering the increasing availability of digital worlds. 

5.1.4 Nostalgia 

A fascinating phenomenon was the interviewees' changed perceptions of Herobrine and how these 

perceptions gave meaning in different ways. This is interesting when looking at it through the lens of 

Tiryakioglu's work on how age influences perception and understanding (2001). In our case, childhood 

belief matured into a different meaning, or as some participants put it, "debunking" or "growing up" 

while maintaining an appreciation for the myth. The participants' retrospective accounts showed how 

their earlier perception of Herobrine often was intense, including a sense of fear or mystery. However, 

as they matured and better understood the game's mechanics, their perception became more lighthearted 

and nostalgic. One participant’s analogy to Santa Claus captures this shift clearly: “When you’re a kid 

you’re happy because you believe he exists. And when you’re an adult, you’re happy because the kids 

believe he exists.” This shows how complex meaning is and how it can take new shapes through 

maturing. The meaning shifted from the exciting nature of the belief to an appreciation for the shared 

experience. 

The subtheme preservation also reveals a fascinating phenomenon, proving Herobrine still has meaning 

to the interviewees - something that we initially did not consider. While questions surrounding this area 

were not a big part of the interview-guide, it emerged as a whole subtheme in the thematic analysis. 

When interviewees were asked if they wanted Herobrine to be added to the game, many answered with 

caution and were resistant to the idea. One core idea was that Herobrine was mysterious, and that was 

something important to his appeal, and by integrating him into the game it would strip that away. If 

Herobrine became an "everyday thing," he'd lose his appeal. Another participant likened it with a 

commercial trick stating adding Herobrine would “ruin the myth completely”, which could indicate that 

one of the factors that give Herobrine meaning is the fact that he rose from the community and, therefore, 

belongs to them. It also further elucidates the perception that Herobrine should remain mysterious, and 

that officially adding him to the game would remove all the nuances and discussions surrounding the 

myth, which is also what may have given it meaning to begin with. 

5.1.5 Conclusion 

Drawing from the findings of this study, we can conclude that a player-created myth can take on meaning 

and influence experiences in many ways. However, we have three takeaways that we want to focus on. 

The first takeaway, which was evident throughout all different themes, is that myths do not necessarily 

need validation to be regarded as meaningful. Since the interpretation of a myth, and by extension the 

perception of it within a game world, is constructed in the minds of players, it can always be justified as 

present. In the case of Herobrine, players who imagined him as a worldly character could justify that by 
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symbolic interaction through other elements of the game. They simply gave him a reason to exist in their 

worlds fictionally. Another aspect that we found important was that myths can influence experiences by 

shaping how the players approach the game in the first place. While Herobrine seems to have had a clear 

impact on the general feeling of playing Minecraft, we can also conclude that players engaged with the 

game in new and more “meta” ways. The most compelling examples were the conduction of rituals and 

pranks, which both were more performative ways of interacting with the myth. Finally, player-created 

myths seem to be emotionally influential. In the case of Herobrine, he did not fade as players stopped 

believing in him but instead became a part of how they remembered the game. Many of the interviewees 

described his character as intertwined with their understanding of Minecraft, which clearly shows how 

a simple retelling can leave a lasting mark on the game it stems from. 

5.2 Limitations 

Our study mainly relied on participants recalling memories from over 10 years ago, which can raise 

questions about whether the answers were subject to reconstruction or if they could possibly be 

influenced by the willingness to answer during the interview. While we assumed interviewees were 

truthful, the longer timespan undoubtedly posed a challenge: many participants explicitly stated they 

had trouble remembering and sometimes had to think deeply to answer. When this occurred, we cross-

referenced it with other interviews with similar answers. On another note, the participants reflected on 

their childhood or teenage memories (even though we did ask some questions about their current 

perception of Herobrine). From this, we can't assume that the findings would apply to adults.  

Ultimately, our findings are also specific to the Herobrine myth. While we initially sought to draw 

broader conclusions about myths in sandbox games, it's essential to recognize that the findings might 

not apply to other myths or how myths generally influence individuals. However, this research may 

serve as a foundation for Herobrine's case and future research on myths in sandbox games. 

5.3 Believability and Dependability 

One potential weakness of this research is our familiarity with most participants. According to 

Denscombe (2010), the researcher's close involvement in the study, mainly in qualitative research, can 

raise questions concerning whether another researcher would obtain similar results. This can also, by 

extension, raise questions about whether the participants’ realities are reflected accurately. Firstly, 

researcher bias was considered by following Braun and Clarke's framework for thematic analysis, 

ensuring a transparent and well-established analysis process, enhancing the probability of other 

researchers achieving the same result. Furthermore, by following Braun and Clarke's iterative process 

of coding, developing themes, and re-reading transcripts, we ensured the findings were grounded in the 
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gathered data, not by potential preconceived notions or bias. Secondly, we prioritized transparency by 

providing full interview transcripts and sharing the thematic analysis process, allowing readers to 

evaluate the rigor of the analysis. 

5.4 Ethical Consequences  

Since the results of this research frame player-created myths as influential to the games they stem from, 

this may raise commercial interest regarding them. There could be an interest in using myths as 

promotional content or even adding them to the game in some way or form. While this could be 

beneficial for short-term engagement with the game, it could also damage the myth's authenticity. Many 

participants expressed protectiveness regarding Herobrine, saying that he should remain a myth and that 

adding him to the game would inhibit many of his interpretations. This also raises a larger question of 

ownership. Herobrine was created and established through the Minecraft community, meaning that he 

was not developed by Mojang. Should they then be able to make claims about his identity within the 

Minecraft universe? Considering this, we suggest that developers consider the authenticity and 

background of myths when using them for commercial gain. 

Furthermore, while player-created myths can enrich the game experience, as shown through this study, 

they also shift a lot of responsibility onto the community. If we start encouraging these types of 

mythmaking, they open space for content that is not easily controllable. For example, most stories 

surrounding Herobrine are both creepy and unsettling, which contrasts with Minecraft, a game that is 

marketed towards children and teenagers. There is also a risk that community myths become 

controversial or directly damaging to a game’s franchise. Consequently, developers should be cautious 

about acknowledging or reinforcing community-made myths. 

5.5 Future research 

Our study focused on a specific player-created myth - Herobrine within Minecraft - and offered a narrow 

but detailed insight into how retellings can influence the game they stem from. Naturally, future research 

in this field could explore if similar patterns emerge around other player-created myths. There have been 

many sandbox games with established community myths, such as Bigfoot in Grand Theft Auto: San 

Andreas (which got added in later games in the franchise) and the Lavender Town Syndrome in Pokémon 

Red/Blue. Exploring if these myths have had any impact on individual players could strengthen the 

conclusions of this study. Furthermore, comparative studies across games could be made to identify 

differences in mythmaking depending on audience, game design, community norms etc. 

Another takeaway from our study is that the perception of Herobrine changed over time for the 

interviewees. Most likely, this change of perception can be attributed to the debunking of the myth in 
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the community, but also that the interviewees grew older and became more reality-aligned during the 

myth’s lifetime. This opens for more longitudinal studies that could explore myths across stages of 

engagement, both for individuals but also within the community.  

Additionally, the conclusion that myths like Herobrine can be meaningful and shape player experiences 

may be of interest to game developers. Creating game worlds that afford these kinds of player stories 

could be considered an important aspect of game design, since it evidently makes room for new 

gameplay atmospheres and mindsets. Also, in the case of Herobrine, some interviewees pointed out that 

when Mojang developers interacted with it online it felt more real. From a developer perspective, further 

research could therefore include how one might intentionally design for ambiguity in a game world or 

how to interact with community myths to increase engagement. 
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Appendix A – Informed Consent 
Form (Swedish Original) 

Information om studien 

Vi som driver denna studie heter Didrik Wistedt och Lova Carlsson och vi studerar sista terminen på 

spelutvecklingsprogrammet vid Stockholms Universitet. Som en del av vårt examensarbete undersöker 

vi spelardrivna myter i digitala spel, med särskilt fokus på Herobrine-myten i Minecraft.  

Vi vill förstå hur spelare skapar och sprider myter inom spelvärlden samt hur dessa berättelser 

påverkar spelupplevelsen. För att göra detta genomför vi bland annat semistrukturerade intervjuer på 

cirka 30–60 minuter, där vi pratar om dina erfarenheter av spelmyter, speciellt Herobrine, och vilken 

roll de har spelat i din upplevelse av Minecraft. 

Samtycke för personuppgiftsbehandling 

För att kunna samla in information till studien behöver vi ditt underskrivna samtycke på den här 

blanketten. Om du säger ja nu kan du ändå när som helst meddela att du vill sluta vara med. Du 

behöver inte berätta varför du vill inte vill vara med.  

Under tiden vi genomför studien är dina personuppgifter skyddade och kommer inte att lämnas ut till 

obehöriga. Vi kommer att förvara inspelningar och andra uppgifter på ett säkert sätt. Den information 

vi samlar in i med hjälp av ljud kommer snarast att göras om till anonymiserade texter och övrigt 

material förstöras så att ingen kan lista ut att just du varit med i studien. Samtyckesblanketterna 

förvaras lokalt på en enhet, separat från det insamlade materialet för att säkerställa att de inte kan 

kopplas samman. 

Studiens resultat kommer att presenteras i vårt examensarbete som är skrivet så att det inte går att 

känna igen vilka som varit med i studien. Studien följer forskningsetiska riktlinjer och allmänna lagar, 

detta kan du läsa vidare om nedan. 

Om du har några frågor är du välkommen att kontakta oss. 

 

 

Ansvariga studenter: 

Lova Carlsson Didrik Wistedt 

E-post: loca4619@student.su.se 

Telefon: 076-170 92 21 

E-post: diwi7429@student.su.se 

Telefon: 070-256 56 20 

 

 

Handledare: 

Mirjam Palosaari Eladhari 

E-post: mirjam@dsv.su.se 

 

mailto:loca4619@student.su.se
mailto:diwi7429@student.su.se
mailto:mirjam@dsv.su.se
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Informantens samtycke 

Jag har tagit del av information om studien och samtycker till att meverka som intervjuperson i 

grupparbetet. 

□ Ja   

□ Nej 

 

Informantens datum och underskrift (vid inspelat samtycke behövs ej detta): 

 

Namnförtydligande: 

 

Mer om riktlinjer och lagar för studien 

Informationen eller en del av informationen som vi samlar in under grupparbetet kommer att kunna 

kopplas till dig genom en anonym transkriberingsnyckel. Denna tas fram under transkriberingen av 

intervjun, där ditt namn anonymiseras till en nyckel - exempelvis Person 1. Uppgifter som kan kopplas 

till dig på detta sätt räknas som personuppgifter enligt EU:s dataskyddsförordning 2016/679 (GDPR). 

Anledningen till att projektet behöver behandla sådana personuppgifter är för att kunna besvara 

studiens frågeställning. 

Stockholms universitet är personuppgiftsansvarig för denna behandling. Den rättsliga grunden för 

personuppgiftsbehandlingen är allmänt intresse enligt Art. 6 (1e) GDPR jämlikt Dataskyddslagen 

(2018:218) 2 kap. 2 § samt 1. kap. 2 § och 7-9 §§ Högskolelagen (1992:1434). 

Enligt EU:s dataskyddsförordning samt nationell kompletterande lagstiftning har du rätt att: 

• begära tillgång till dina personuppgifter 

• få dina personuppgifter rättade 

• få dina personuppgifter raderade 

• få behandlingen av dina personuppgifter begränsad. 

 

Under vissa omständigheter medger dataskyddsförordningen samt kompletterande nationell 

lagstiftning undantag från dessa rättigheter. Rätten till tillgång till uppgifter kan exempelvis begränsas 

av sekretesskrav, och rätten att få uppgifter raderade kan begränsas av regler rörande arkivering. 

Om du vill åberopa någon av dessa rättigheter ska du ta kontakt ansvarig student genom ovan angivna 

uppgifter. Om du har allmänna frågor om universitets behandling av personuppgifter kan du kontakta 

dataskyddsombudet vid Stockholms universitet (dso@su.se). 

Om du är missnöjd med hur dina personuppgifter behandlas har du rätt att klaga hos 

Integritetsskyddsmyndigheten. Information om detta finns på myndighetens webbplats (imy.se). 
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Appendix B – Interview Guide 

Introduction 

Hi, and welcome to the interview! We’re going to talk about Minecraft and specifically about Herobrine. 

My name is [name], and I’ll be interviewing you. You can expect the interview to take around half an 

hour, but it may be shorter or longer depending on how in-depth your answers are and what kind of 

discussions arise during the interview. It’s important to know that there are no right or wrong answers, 

and you can answer as much or as little as you like to the questions asked. If there’s a question you don’t 

want to answer, you don’t have to. If you feel like elaborating on a particular thought, that’s absolutely 

fine – feel free to speak freely about the topic. The questions are mostly just a guide. You can also end 

the interview at any time – just let me know and we’ll stop. 

 

Introductory / Background Questions 

• How old are you? 

• When did you start playing Minecraft? 

• How experienced with the game would you say you are? 

• Can you tell me a bit about how you play Minecraft? What kinds of activities do you do? 

• If multiplayer is not mentioned: Do you usually play with other players? 

• What do you like best about Minecraft? 

• Do you have experience with modded Minecraft? 

• If yes: Do you prefer playing modded Minecraft? 

Introduction to Herobrine 

• Can you describe Herobrine – who is he and what does he do? Based on your own understanding. 

• Do you remember the first time you were introduced to Herobrine? 

• If yes: How did it happen? Platform? 

• If no: Do you remember roughly WHEN you found out about him? 

• What was your first reaction to Herobrine? Did you believe he was actually in the game in some 

way? 

• If yes: Do you still think he exists in the game in some way? 

• If no: Why didn’t you believe he was real? 

Gameplay-related 

• Have you ever experienced anything while playing Minecraft that you thought was connected to 

Herobrine? 

• If yes: How did you react? 

• If yes: Did you tell anyone? 

• Has anyone you know claimed they experienced something connected to Herobrine  
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  while playing? 

• Has the Herobrine myth ever motivated you to play Minecraft? 

• Have you ever searched for or tried to "summon" Herobrine in the game? 

• If yes: What motivated you to do it? 

• If yes: Did you do it alone or with other players? 

• Has your everyday gameplay ever been affected by Herobrine? Are there things you’ve done or not 

done because of him? 

• Has the feeling of playing Minecraft been affected in any way? 

• Have you ever felt scared of Herobrine? 

Minecraft's Narrative 

• Do you think Minecraft has any lore, and if so, how would you describe it? 

• How much influence do players have on Minecraft’s lore? 

• Have you come up with or participated in any lore while playing Minecraft – in your  

  own worlds or on a server? 

• Do you think lore is an important part of your gameplay? 

• Do you consider Herobrine to be a character that exists in the Minecraft world? 

• Why / why not? 

• Do you think he fits into the Minecraft world? 

• Why / why not? 

• Should Herobrine be added as a mob or a character in the game? 

Community and Mainstream 

• Do you know how the Herobrine myth started? 

• What do you think Minecraft players in general think about Herobrine? 

• Do you think he is generally considered a part of Minecraft’s lore? 

• Why / why not? 

• Why do you think Herobrine has become such a well-known character? 

• Have you consumed any content about Herobrine? Videos, texts, discussions? 

• Is that something that interests or motivates you to play Minecraft? 

• Have you participated in discussions about Herobrine? 

• Have you tried any mods that involve Herobrine? 

• If yes: Which one(s)? 

• Is that something that interests or motivates you to play Minecraft? 

Reflection 

• Considering everything we’ve discussed during this interview, why do you think Herobrine has had 

such a big impact on Minecraft? 

• Is there anything about Herobrine that hasn’t been brought up that you’d like to talk about? 
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Appendix C – Interview Guide 
(Swedish Original) 

Introduktion 

Hej, och välkommen till intervjun! Vi kommer att prata om Minecraft och specifikt om Herobrine. Jag 

heter [namn] och det är jag som ska intervjua dig. Räkna med att intervjun kommer ta ungefär en 

halvtimme, men den kan bli kortare eller längre beroende på hur ingående du svarar på frågor och vilka 

diskussioner som dyker upp under intervjuns gång. Viktigt att veta är att det finns inga rätt eller fel svar, 

och du svarar så mycket du vill på frågorna som ställs. Om det kommer en fråga som du inte vill svara 

på, så behöver du inte göra det. Om du känner att du vill utveckla en specifik tanke, så går det jättebra - 

prata gärna fritt kring ämnet. Frågorna är mest att förhålla sig till. Du kan också avbryta intervjun när 

du vill, det är bara att säga till så gör vi det. 

 

Inledande/bakgrundsfrågor 

• Hur gammal är du? 

• När började du spela Minecraft? 

• Hur erfaren med spelet anser du att du är? 

• Kan du berätta lite om hur du spelar Minecraft? Vad för typ av aktiviteter gör du? 

• Om multiplayer inte nämns: Brukar du spela med andra spelare? 

• Vad tycker du bäst om med Minecraft? 

• Har du erfarenhet av moddat Minecraft? 

• Om ja: Föredrar du att spela moddat Minecraft? 

Introduktion till Herobrine 

• Kan du beskriva Herobrine - vem är han och vad gör han? Utgå ifrån din egen uppfattning. 

• Minns du första gången du blev introducerad till Herobrine? 

• Om ja: Hur skedde det? Plattform? 

• Om nej: Minns du ungefär NÄR du fick reda på honom? 

• Vad var din första reaktion på Herobrine? Trodde du att han fanns i spelet på något sätt? 

• Om ja: tror du fortfarande att han finns i spelet på något sätt? 

• Om nej: Varför trodde du inte att han fanns? 

Gameplay-relaterat 

• Har du någonsin upplevt något när du spelat Minecraft som du trodde var kopplat till 

Herobrine? 

• Om ja: hur reagerade du? 

• Om ja: berättade du för någon? 

• Har någon du känner påstått att de upplevt något kopplat till Herobrine när de 

spelat? 
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• Har myten om Herobrine någonsin motiverat dig till att spela Minecraft? 

• Har du någonsin letat efter, eller försökt “summona” Herobrine i spelet? 

• Om ja: vad motiverade dig att göra det? 

• Om ja: gjorde du det själv eller med andra spelare? 

• Har ditt alldagliga spelande någon gång påverkats av Herobrine? Finns det saker du gjort 

eller inte gjort på grund av honom? 

• Har känslan av att spela Minecraft påverkats på något sätt? 

• Har du någonsin känt dig rädd för Herobrine? 

Minecrafts narrativ 

• Anser du att Minecraft har någon lore, och hur skulle du beskriva den isåfall? 

• Hur mycket påverkan har spelare på Minecrafts lore? 

• Har du själv kommit på eller deltagit i lore när du spelat Minecraft - i dina egna 

världar eller på en server? 

• Tycker du att lore är en viktig del av ditt spelande? 

• Anser du att Herobrine är en karaktär som existerar i Minecraft-världen? 

• Varför/Varför inte? 

• Passar han in i Minecrafts värld enligt dig? 

• Varför/Varför inte? 

• Borde Herobrine läggas till som ett mob eller en karaktär i spelet? 

Community och mainstream 

• Vet du hur Herobrine-myten kom till? 

• Vad tror du att Minecraft-spelare tycker om Herobrine i allmänhet? 

• Tror du att han generellt sett anses som en del av Minecrafts lore? 

• Varför/Varför inte? 

• Varför tror du att Herobrine har blivit en så välkänd karaktär? 

• Har du konsumerat någon content som handlar om Herobrine? Videos, texter, diskussioner? 

• Är det något som intresserar dig eller motiverar dig till att spela Minecraft? 

• Har du deltagit i diskussioner om Herobrine? 

• Har du testat något mod som handlar om Herobrine? 

• Om ja: Vilket? 

• Är det något som intresserar dig eller motiverar dig till att spela Minecraft? 

Reflektion 

• Om vi tar hänsyn till allt som sagts tidigare under intervjun, varför tror du att Herobrine har 

haft så stor inverkan på Minecraft? 

• Finns det något som inte har tagits upp gällande Herobrine som du vill prata om? 



   

 

46 

 

Appendix D – Interview 
Transcripts 

[Link to transcripts] 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1p_pHm3x80wfpt5ni7l23AT8N_xN26JxD?usp=sharing

