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ABSTRACT 

Music festivals are designed spaces that encourage people to think, feel, and behave 

in different ways to everyday life. Decisions around music festival organisation, 

management, and design play an essential role in shaping the experience of festival 

attendees and encouraging or curtailing particular behavioural practices. Despite 

growing acknowledgement, geographic scholarship has yet to critically interrogate the 

political nature of music festival design and the implications these decisions have on 

festival experiences. This thesis draws on the concept of affect and affective 

atmospheres to examine how music festival design influences the experience of 

attendees at New Zealand music festivals. Employing documentary data analysis and 

interviews with music festival attendees and organisers, I argue that organisers 

physically and immaterially configure festival atmospheres to provoke particular 

affective dispositions. Examining the politics behind design decisions, I examine how 

festival organisers knowingly (and unknowingly) construct and shape the conditions 

for affective change. Moreover, I exhibit how festivalgoers actively buy into a particular 

festival-going identity purposely shaped by organisers to influence cognition and 

behaviour. By critically interrogating how music festivals engage in this affective 

engineering, I argue that music festivals are inherently political and value-laden 

spaces where design plays a key role in altering the thoughts, feelings, and behaviours 

of attendees. This thesis contributes to scholarship on the critical politics of design and 

the built environment, as well as research on music festivals and affective 

atmospheres more broadly. 
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1 
I attended my first major music festival four years ago, completely unaware of how 

different my everyday life was from the vibrant menagerie of sights, sounds, and 

smells that quickly engaged my senses. Immediately spotting a man gleefully rolling 

around in a large pile of mud, I was instantly transfixed by how this sensory 

kaleidoscope was so productive of behaviours and experiences that I considered 

entirely unordinary. I had entered the music festival world and had no sense of how I 

was supposed to act, or even if there was one. 

I quickly realised that not only did I lack any knowledge of its behavioural norms, but 

that people were seemingly thinking differently. There was a maniacal buzz in the air 

as if the atmospheric conditions of this world I had entered were separate from my 

everyday life. While I was certainly aware of the stereotypical reputation of hedonism 

that music festivals held, I was completely caught off guard by how the socio-spatial 

characteristics of the music festival could be psychologically transformative. I could 

feel how sound transmitted from the stage affected my body and could not help but 

feel that I was part of something larger. I could see how the vast lighting system 

confused the crowd through a complex array of patterns and movements and 

observed how the crowd responded like sea turbulence to the pounding bass 

frequencies.  

It was clear from observing the behaviours of others and thinking through how I 

behaved myself that the music festival experience was productive of some 

transformational capacity that altered how people thought, felt, and acted. For the 

festival's duration, our everyday lives seemed like a distant memory, as if we were 

stranded on an island of otherworldliness where quotidian existence was left behind. 

While I knew something was causing me to feel this way, not once did I realise that I 

was engaging with physical, social, and cultural architecture designed to affect my 

psychological experience. 

Introduction: 

Setting the stage 
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While I was at this festival, I knew that environments shape our experiences as 

individuals, but I had no idea how they did so. As my festival experience shows, we 

know that different environmental contexts influence what we think and do, although 

we spend little time actively aware of how these spaces affect us (Ellard, 2015). We 

are psychologically and evolutionarily wired to respond to our environment, so we will 

change how we think, feel, and behave in different spaces (Kaplan, 1987). Critically, 

this cognitive wiring can be learned and manipulated by actors interested in shaping 

what people do. By designing particular spaces in particular ways, actors can influence 

us to walk faster or slower (Franěk, 2013), jog our memory (Lawton, 1985), or even 

quicken our recovery from injury (Velarde et al., 2007). The design of the spaces 

around us is integral to the general understanding of our thoughts, feelings, and 

behaviours within different environmental settings.  

In his work examining the geography of architecture, Goss (1988) infamously stated 

that “A building is more than it seems” (p. 392). Goss remarked that the built 

environment is an artefact and “a cultural object that embodies, reflects, and produces 

the social forces that construct society” (Goss, 1988, p. 392). Goss’s view asserts that 

the buildings and environments we occupy are imbued with social and cultural 

meaning. Moreover, he argues that the designers of these buildings and spaces have 

socially and culturally mediated ways of understanding the world and unconsciously 

incorporate these understandings into their work. Effectively, Goss posits that spatial 

design is inherently political and imbued with power, as the social and cultural forces 

influencing design will affect those interacting and experiencing it. To Goss and 

likeminded geographers, the social meanings that are invested in the built environment 

consciously and unconsciously shape our thoughts, feelings, and behaviours (Kraftl & 

Adey, 2008; Lees, 2001) 

Designers and policymakers are increasingly rethinking and reconceptualising space 

and society (Madanipour, 2006). These actors are regularly drawing on the theoretical 

work of psychologists and architects to create new spaces that affect what people 

think and do (Jones et al., 2013). A range of architectural work has incorporated this 

knowledge into design practices, like playing ocean sounds in hospital wards to soothe 

patients (Iyendo et al., 2016) or designing casinos with subdued lighting to encourage 

guests to spend more (Finlay et al., 2010). While the intentions of many of these 

designers are good, the social and cultural forces that shape these design decisions 
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are often under-considered. Critically engaging with the choices, considerations, 

biases, and processes behind design decisions is essential to understanding how 

people experience different environments. 

This critical view on design politics is central to my understanding of my first music 

festival four years ago. Decisions around festival design and organisation are 

inherently political in that event organisers are actively attempting to influence how 

attendees experience festivals. These organisers largely have good intentions, as 

most frequent festivals want attendees to experience a good event, so they return the 

following year. Despite these good intentions, it is essential to investigate how and 

why these organisers make these decisions. Music festivals are infamous for antisocial 

behaviour, and their design likely influences how this behaviour arises. Understanding 

the choices behind design decisions can help further understand the power of design 

on attendee experience and help elucidate how and why attendees act differently at 

music festivals. 

Despite significant awareness of festivals as cultural phenomena, minimal scholarship 

has critically and theoretically examined music festival design. In my view, this is a 

problematic gap. Music festivals are sites supposedly absent of normative political 

relations. However, as scholars like Dilkes-Frayne (2016) and Robinson (2015) have 

argued, these relations are often simply present in heterogeneous and divergent 

forms. My research addresses this gap by investigating how design decisions affect 

the experiences of those attending music festivals. Throughout this investigation, I 

engage with the concept of affect and affective atmospheres, theorised by Thrift (2004) 

and Anderson (2009) respectively to refer to environmental conditions that are 

productive of individuals' psychological and place-based experiences. I more finely 

examine this concept in Chapter 2. Specifically, my primary research question asks: 

How do music festival environments produce affective atmospheres? 
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To answer my research question, I draw upon three specific sub-questions that build 

upon the different empirical and methodological foundations of festival studies, 

examined later in Chapter 2. These are: 

• How do festivals configure physical and social spaces to provoke particular 

moods and dispositions? 

• What are the political processes behind which organisers make design 

decisions? 

• How do decisions around design and the configuration of space alter how affect 

is perceived and experienced? 

 

1.1. Conceptual positioning  

Music festivals have long been of interest to a range of disciplines. While now 

predominantly led by academics in event management studies (see Getz, 2010), 

historical approaches to the music festival have been considered from several 

disciplinary angles (see Cudny, 2014b; Frost, 2016; Getz, 2010; Mair & Weber, 2019). 

Though firmly rooted in the empirical foundations of social and cultural geography, I 

draw on the work of several related disciplines to provide the necessary empirical 

grounding required for music festival research. 

While I acknowledge my social and cultural geographic basis, my research also sits at 

the convergence of three interrelated literatures: affect studies (and affective 

geographies), environmental psychology, and event management studies. I adopt this 

disciplinary breadth to capture the advantages of each field’s methodological and 

empirical foci within festival settings. Moreover, festival scholars such as Getz (2010) 

and Mair and Weber (2019) have increasingly called for greater integration of 

disciplinary concepts within festival studies in light of the often-siloed approaches of 

these fields.  

This thesis responds to this call by exploring the conceptual links between these 

disciplines. For affect studies, I provide a practical case study into how affect can be 

captured and used by particular actors for particular purposes. Contemporary affect 

studies, by nature, have been dominated by nonrepresentational approaches that can 

often underplay the key political structures underpinning experience. This thesis 

provides a practical case study that finely examines these political structures. My 



5 

qualitative methodology contrasts predominantly quantitative models used in 

environmental psychology and demonstrates how qualitative methods can contribute 

to psychological knowledge of the music festival. By linking environmental psychology 

and geography, I also help to elucidate its usefulness to contemporary geographic 

scholarship. For event management and festival practitioners in general, I provide 

insight into how affect can be conceptualised in practice and present instrumental and 

theoretical knowledge to aid organisers in developing design practices 

 

1.2. Thesis structure 

This thesis is structured using seven chapters. Chapter 2 examines scholarship on 

music festivals and related geographic work exploring how design shapes affect and 

experience. This chapter primarily draws on the three broad disciplines discussed 

above: social and cultural geography, environmental psychology, and event 

management. Chapter 3 examines the broader context of music festivals, outlining 

difficulties in defining the music festival, detailing historical trends and patterns in 

festival development, and framing the contemporary landscape of New Zealand music 

festivals in 2022. Chapter 4 outlines my methodological approach to the research, 

detailing its ontological and empirical positioning, describing my four-stage approach 

to data collection, and illustrating my use of reflexive thematic analysis. I also discuss 

ethical considerations present and how my positionality as a researcher influenced the 

research process. Throughout Chapters 2, 3, and 4, I discuss previous approaches to 

studying music festivals that have contributed to this research and examine problems 

facing contemporary festival scholarship.   

In Chapters 5 and 6, I present my analysis. In Chapter 5, I examine how music festival 

design influences the affective experience of attendees from an attendee perspective. 

Chapter 6 focuses on the intentions of festival organisers and how these intentions 

shape affective atmospheres. Concluding in Chapter 7, I outline the key findings of the 

research and describe potential future research directions arising from this study.  
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2 
Any empirical understanding of the symbiotic relationship between humans and 

environments requires considering the 'purpose of place'. Why and how do particular 

environments influence our cognitive and behavioural experiences? Who is shaping 

these environments? For what purpose do they do so?  

The fulcrum point of these questions is that humans exist in a designed world, where 

the environments where we live, work, and play influence our actions and the cognitive 

processes through which we understand place (Gifford, 2014). These processes are 

actively and often unknowingly exploited by actors seeking to influence our 

psychological experience. Miller and Laketa (2019) remark that spaces can be 

designed as “manipulative magic” (p. 915), which distorts and shapes the needs of the 

individual (Haug, 1986). This view stresses that psychological experiences do not 

arise spontaneously but rather are influenced by the actions of architects, designers, 

and other authority figures interested in altering how individuals experience different 

spaces (see Allen, 2006; Kindynis, 2021). Moreover, those undertaking spatial 

configuration will employ their belief systems, biases, and understandings of the world 

within their creations, shaping how we think, feel, and behave (see Goss, 1993; 

Lefebvre & Enders, 1976; Massey, 1993). 

Debate surrounding the influence of environmental conditions on human free will 

encompasses much of the literature on design, psychology, philosophy, and the built 

environment (see Libet, 1999; Ryan & Deci, 2006). Many scholars have attempted to 

theorise how much human activity is influenced by our environmental surroundings 

(e.g., Kant, 2002).  This discussion is famously covered within the ‘nature versus 

nurture’ debate but also extends to how individual spaces, such as a street, come to 

influence cognitive processes. Despite these conversations, understanding and 

quantifying the environmental aspects of self-determination remains largely beyond 

empirical academic insight, and current knowledge is mainly theoretical. 

Consequently, researchers aiming to understand the influence of environments on 

human functioning have taken a smaller-scale approach. Researchers have focused 

Literature review: 

Festival studies, affect, and design 
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on particular elements, relations, and practices that shape experiences to uncover the 

influence of spatial contexts on individuals (see Giuliani & Scopelliti, 2009).  

One such context is the music festival, which has generated a proliferation of research 

in recent years, indicating its importance within contemporary society and its place in 

the modern cultural canon.  Music festivals are spaces in which people infamously 

behave in vastly different ways to quotidian life, what Kim and Jamal (2007) refer to 

as “living and behaving in a way not governed by conventional social norms and 

regulations that structure everyday life” (p. 184).  Complimenting Kim and Jamal’s 

argument, other scholars have noted that organisers design these environments to 

create these hedonic attitudes and, perhaps more importantly, encourage attendees 

to engage in practices that align with the values of organisers (see Kearns, 2014; 

Martinus et al., 2010). For example, such values might align with purchasing 

consumables like food or merchandise. Attendees also consume the event itself and 

encouraging attendees to return is a central goal of festival management companies. 

Investigating these spaces offers opportunities to explore how festival designers 

influence our feelings, decisions, and interactions to achieve these goals (Dilkes-

Frayne, 2016). Understanding how designers incorporate this knowledge at music 

festivals involves comprehending environmental behaviour and design principles, 

festival history, and attendees' expectations (see Szmigin et al., 2017).  

Accordingly, this chapter discusses relevant literature from human geography, cultural 

anthropology, environmental psychology, environmental design, and festival studies. 

The chapter is divided into five sections - festival studies (2.1), festival geography 

(2.2), affect studies and affective atmospheres (2.3), environmental psychology and 

geographies of design (2.4) and music festival design (2.5). Each section explores 

different methodological and empirical foci associated with these disciplines, 

contributing to an overarching focus on designed environments and environmental 

influences on human functioning within music festival spaces. Table 1 outlines the 

primary contributions of these disciplines to this research. Whilst wide-ranging in 

scope, I synthesise this disparate literature to help bridge the empirical divide between 

the practitioner-dominated work of event management and the often siloed social and 

cultural geographic theory within festival studies. This integration answers the 

repeated calls of many festival scholars, most notably Getz (2010) and Duffy & Mair 

(2021). 
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Table 1 

Overview of literature and conceptual positioning of this research 

Discipline 
Extensively 
researched 

Under-researched Key literature Theses aims 

F
e
s
ti
v
a

l 

s
tu

d
ie

s
 Place attachment; 

event 
management; 
marketing 

Research working 
across disciplines 

-Bakhtin (1984):   carnivalization and 
otherworldliness 
-Getz (2010): discourses of festival studies 
-Robinson (2015): festival politics and power 

To synthesise knowledge 
from environmental 
psychology, human 
geography, and event 
management 

F
e
s
ti
v
a

l 

g
e
o

g
ra

p
h

y
 History of the 

music festival; 
geographic 
difference; 
heterotopia 

Spatial design; Festival 
organisation and 
management 

-Dilkes-Frayne (2016): social relations within 
festival campsites 
-St John (2017): dance festival religiosity 
-Szmigin et al. (2019): authenticity and spatial 
design in festival marketing 

To apply a geographical 
perspective to festival 
studies and explore spatial 
and temporal domains of 
affective experience 

A
ff

e
c
t 

s
tu

d
ie

s
 

Spatial politics 

Use of affect in 
practice; Affective 
politics present within 
design 

-Anderson (2009): affective atmospheres 
-Thrift (2004): spatial politics of affect 
-Closs Stephens (2016); affective politics and 
nationalism at the Olympic Games 

To provide insight into the 
political influences of affect 
and investigate how 
designers employ affect 

E
n

v
ir
o

n
m

e
n
ta

l 

p
s
y
c
h
o

lo
g
y
 

Influence of 
psychology on 
design and the 
built environment 

Qualitative 
methodologies; 
Environmental 
psychology in music 
festivals 

-Ellard (2015): spaces of thrill, anxiety, and 
boredom 
-Lee (2015): politics of the built environment and 
environmental psychology 
-Mackrill et al. (2013): perceptions of sound in 
hospital design 

Apply theoretical knowledge 
to design decisions and 
help explain the basis for 
attendee experiences 

M
u

s
ic

 

fe
s
ti
v
a
l 

d
e
s
ig

n
 Role of marketing 

in festival design; 
crowd safety; 
movement of 
attendees 

Synthesising theoretical 
and practical 
knowledge; 
psychological 
knowledge involved in 
design 

-Fileborn et al. (2020): sexual violence 
prevention at festivals 
-Packer & Ballantyne (2014): festival design and 
psychological domains 
-Wood & Kinnunen (2020): emotions and 
emotional change at festivals 

Explain and critique current 
design practitioners and 
indicate future directions. 
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2.1. Festival studies 

Music festival research is primarily situated within an interdisciplinary body of 

scholarship conceptualised as ‘festival studies’ (Getz, 2010). Festival studies is a 

loosely tied discipline of multiple strands of research stemming from different fields, 

despite its collective name. Festival scholarship is methodologically and empirically 

tied to the discipline of its authors. Accordingly, researchers have accused the field of 

working ‘in silo’ and lacking comprehension (Getz, 2010). Festival scholarship was 

initially directed by an interest in cultural and social processes, primarily by 

anthropologists, cultural scholars, and human geographers. Resulting from this broad 

disciplinary foundation, a correspondingly eclectic group of methodological and 

empirical approaches characterised early festival research. Common approaches in 

early festival research included economic and financial analyses, impact evaluations, 

and 'reading' the landscape as text (see Frost, 2016; Getz, 2010).  

Bakhtin’s (1984) seminal work on medieval carnivals was perhaps the most influential 

research for early festival scholarship and arguably set the foundation for modern 

theoretical conceptualisations of music festivals. Bakhtin (1984) argued that festivals 

are significant because they shape geographic space to articulate an alternative, 

liminal form of identity – what he refers to as the ‘carnivalesque’. Furthermore, Bakhtin 

contends that the distinctive quality of festivals is their ability to allow people to escape 

the “mundane, orderly nature of everyday living” (Bakhtin, 1984, as cited in Taylor & 

Bennett, 2016, p. 11). Expanding on Bakhtin’s concepts, Taylor & Bennett (2016) 

characterise festivals as spaces of alteration where attendees actively negotiate and 

question quotidian understandings of place, community, identity, and belonging (see 

Duffy & Mair, 2018). Modern festival researchers almost universally share this view, 

and many strands of current scholarship focus on how festivals are productive of 

various forms of difference (see Duffy & Mair, 2021; Getz, 2010). 

Despite the empirical and theoretical contributions of geography within early festival 

scholarship, the emergence of 'festival studies' as a distinct field in the 1990s was 

primarily associated with event management and tourism researchers who often 

straddled the line between practitioner and academic (see Ralston & Stewart, 1990). 

The advent of the journals Event and Festival Management and Convention and Event 

Tourism led to the rapid growth of publications related to festivals and the eventual 
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coalescing of the discipline into 'festival studies' as a distinct paradigm in the 1990s 

and 2000s (Duffy & Mair, 2021).  

To Getz (2010), research within festival studies has primarily encompassed three 

significant discourses. First, inspired by the early work of cultural scholars and 

anthropologists in the 1970s and 1980s, scholarship employing the cultural discourse 

explores the cultural roles, meanings, and impacts of festivals in society. Second, 

studies using an instrumentalist discourse focus on the role of festivals in economic 

and regional development (Gibson & Connell, 2012). Third, studies employing an 

event management discourse focus on festivals' production, marketing, and 

management. Getz (2010) argues that this event management discourse has 

dominated festival research since the mid-1990s, and contemporary festival research 

continues this trend, taking what Mair and Weber (2019) call a "business orientation" 

(p. 209). This research primarily concentrates on festival management, marketing, and 

tourism (Park & Park, 2017) and correlates with an increasing acceptance of event 

management as an academic discipline (Yeung & Thomas, 2021). 

A small but substantial group of recent festival scholars have focused on the affective, 

sensory, and emotional dimensions of festivals and how experiences may constitute 

and sustain social connectedness. Drawing on non-representational theory and its 

conceptualisation of the body as a process of 'becoming' with its environment 

(Macpherson, 2010), research has critically examined the importance of senses (and 

sensing) at festivals (see Falconer & Edensor, 2011; Waitt & Duffy, 2010). Such 

studies conceptualise festival spaces as constituents of emergent and intangible 

relations. These studies take an approach to festivals influenced by the work of 

Deleuze (1988), where "bodies can be envisaged as an assemblage of sound, in which 

music, and the festival environment in general, is central to the fleshy, emotional, 

material, and tactile experience of self and place" (Waitt & Duffy, 2010, p. 461). Aiming 

to deconstruct dominant paradigms of 'knowing the festival', recent festival scholarship 

has emphasised the flat ontology of places and processes, drawing attention to the 

often-unseen processes by which festival experiences emerge. This work is strongly 

associated with research on affect and characterises scholarship on festival affect, 

examined later in this chapter. 
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2.2. Festival geography 

A geographic approach to festival studies traditionally examines music festivals as 

places and contexts where cultural, social, economic, political, and historical 

phenomena occur (Cudny, 2014b). Driven mainly by cultural geography, festival 

geography has primarily focused on festivals as spaces of cultural and social practice 

enabling notions of community, identity, and belonging (see Mair & Weber, 2019). 

Scholars examining festivals often emphasise their hedonic and experiential nature, 

viewing festivals as sites of extensive cultural expression, challenges to conventional 

social norms, and "risqué reversals of hierarchy" (Frost, 2016, p. 972). Festival 

geographers have increasingly employed a critical and political lens to scholarship. 

This critical lens mainly argues that festivals are sites of altered social forms and 

processes where attendees test and challenge authority and normative social 

practices (Robinson, 2015; Sharpe, 2008).  

While festival geographies have traditionally examined festivals as a clearly defined 

physical space, recent work has conceptualised festivals as a process. Corresponding 

to related trends in contemporary geography that reject the constructed nature of 

space and employ flat ontologies (see Ash, 2020), this work argues that festivals are 

embodied within social space and within festivalgoers themselves (Jamieson, 2004; 

Munro & Jordan, 2013; Waitt & Stapel, 2011). Studies taking a regional development 

focus have been particularly influential in this work, arguing that festivals often lead to 

long-term and wide-scale cultural and economic changes to towns or entire regions 

(Gibson & Connell, 2012). 

One central concept used in festival geography is heterotopia, which is a concept 

developed by Foucault (1986) to describe otherworldly spaces that are "disturbing, 

intense, incompatible, contradictory, and transforming" (Johnson, 2013, p. 790; see 

Saldanha, 2008; Siebers, 1994). To Kearns (2014), heterotopias are bounded spaces 

that approximate a utopian version of society in a fictional setting (see Kearns et al., 

2016). Foucault (1986) proposed that heterotopias are spaces constructed in relation 

to other spaces, possessing layers of meaning characterised by discontinuity, 

difference, and fragmentation. Effectively, heterotopias are described as spaces that 

approximate and oppose everyday norms.  
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Despite its immediate abandonment by Foucault in 1967 (Vidler et al., 2014), the 

heterotopia concept has been widely circulated in human geography to understand 

where and how difference arises and is maintained in different geographic settings. In 

a festival context, heterotopia has been employed as a conceptual and analytical tool 

to illustrate how various festivals inform attendee experiences (e.g. Quinn & Wilks, 

2017). Kearns (2014), for example, uses the heterotopia concept to explore the 

wellbeing components of the world music festival WOMAD, arguing that the festival is 

constructed and idealised as a utopian version of the world at large. Kearns (2014) 

argues that this utopian vision re-territorialises what it means to be ‘other’ and that 

geographic space actively and strategically curtails what international music 

symbolises and represents. In effect, Kearns calls attention to how heterotopia 

represents and influences what difference is and how attendee experiences compare 

to conditions of quotidian existence. 

Within the last ten years, the heterotopia concept has seen limited use within festival 

studies due to criticism of the argument that festivals are bounded entities (see 

Johnson, 2013). While the idea helps describe and explain the differences between 

festivals and surrounding environments, recent academic scholarship has stressed 

the importance of understanding festivals as unbounded relational entities rather than 

strictly defined spaces (see Dilkes-Frayne, 2016). Debates surrounding the extent and 

character of festival liminality are likely to remain important to festival research and 

contribute to the development of how we understand festivals and festival 

atmospheres.  

While attendees often comprehend festivals as spaces of personal and cultural 

expression free from normative practices and social controls (Luckman, 2014), they 

are also spaces embedded with authoritative influences and extensive power 

dynamics (Waterman, 1998). Referring to Goss's seminal work on architectural 

geography and the design of retail environments (Goss, 1988, 1993), festival scholars 

have pointed out the paradoxical relationship between autonomy and authority, noting 

elements of control like security, fences, cameras, and strictly defined movement 

corridors. To these authors, festivals are simultaneously spaces of freedom and 

liminality. In her work on the politics of festivals, Robinson (2015), for example, argues 

that governing discourses are often universally present at music festivals. Robinson 

describes how police are symbolically present at festivals to maintain an illusion of 
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lawfulness, as police have little power to enforce laws banning particular behaviours 

or activities effectively.  

Festival researchers often conceptualise authority as the organisers or managers of 

the festival. For example, Cohen's work on festival management discusses how 

festivals are structured by business priorities and organisation (see Cohen, 1980, 

1993). Cohen argues that organisers cultivate emotional experiences and social 

practices within parameters set by commercial priorities and thus influence attendee 

behaviour to support their goals.  To Cohen and like-minded authors (e.g. Robinson, 

2015), festivals can be inherently authoritarian spaces where attendees are tools to 

accomplish commercial or cultural interests.  

In contrast to these views of authoritarian influence, festival researchers also 

recognise that festivals are spaces of permissiveness and freedom, characterised by 

performative divergences from everyday norms. This contrast would suggest apparent 

tensions between regulation and leniency within festivals. However, recent work has 

brought together these arguments, arguing that freedom itself is a form of authoritative 

power. For example, Griffin et al. (2018) argue that contemporary music festivals are 

spheres of licensed transgression where a supposed lack of regulation operates as a 

form of governance that influences how attendees behave. To Griffin et al., this 

concept suggests that even when authoritarian influence is unseen, power relations 

from other attendees, musicians, security, and other environmental actors play an 

instrumental role in shaping how attendees experience festival spaces. 

Festivals are spaces of performativity and identity, where people expect to engage in 

conduct dissimilar to everyday life. Negatively, this dissimilarity also includes 

lawlessness and harmful behaviour, such as increased rates of sexual harassment, 

violence, and assault (Fileborn et al., 2020; Kelly, 2011). Accordingly, a significant 

contribution of festival scholarship involves providing solutions to prevent or inhibit this 

behaviour, such as developing sexual violence policies at venues (Hill et al., 2020). 

Driven by the "liberal and transgressive culture of festivals" (Fileborn et al., 2020, p. 

194), these studies signify the importance of understanding why and how practitioners 

can shape festival behaviour to reduce harm. 

Recent festival work has examined how festivals are spaces in which attendees may 

alter their identity or how it is displayed, considering this apparent lack of social norms 
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and the harmful behaviour resulting from this absence. In his work on psychedelic 

festivals and identities, Graham St John argues that festival spaces allow for 

transcendent, expressive, and consciously alternate identity displays through the 

“religio-spiritual aspects” (St John, 2009, p. 2) of music festival design (e.g. St John, 

2010, 2017). In her analysis of Burning Man, Robinson (2015) similarly details how the 

creation of the festival site, named 'Black Rock City', aims to reconstitute urban life, 

allowing visitors to reshape what it means to live in an urban environment through the 

tagline "no bystanders" (p. 105). Robinson (2015) charts the organisational practices 

that create this urban environment, detailing the extraordinary amount of work that 

constitutes the making of the supposedly pop-up, informal, and liminal space. Within 

the body of work examining migrant festivals, studies have examined broader 

processes of integration and identity, detailing how ideas, people, and material culture 

can be transformed across transnational settings and rebirthed in concentrated festival 

settings (e.g. Alleyne, 1998; Friesen et al., 2014; Helsloot, 1998). These studies 

explore how festivals offer conditions that transform or adopt identities.  

Festival scholarship examining identity and performance has extensively investigated 

how and why festivals operate as spaces of alternative identities and non-normative 

ways of being. Nevertheless, it has paid less attention to the organisational practices, 

design choices, and management involved in shaping how these identities. While often 

invisible, festival organisers' intentions are inherently political because specific 

identities, methods, and performances can be made marginal or normalised through 

the structure, form, and meaning of space (see Fregonese, 2009; Laws, 1994; Yoon, 

2020).  

Several factors generate festival atmosphere, including organisation, attendees, 

music, spatial planning, mobilities, and general ambience (Stone, 2009). Festival 

research has found that many of these structural factors stem from managerial and 

organisational practices. In their study of festival consumption, Szmigin et al. (2017) 

argue that festival management expects and caters for a particular set of consumption 

practices, which both pre-empt and co-produce experimental settings with specific 

subgroups of festival consumers and identities. Similarly, St John (2016) contends that 

trance dance experiences, usually associated with freedom from social control, are 

controlled assemblages co-produced by attendees and organisers to achieve social 

outcomes. St John argues that technologies of the senses like illicit drugs, music, 
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lighting, visual projections, or décor facilitate "the temporary liquidation and enduring 

expression of difference via the optimised and prolonged alteration of spatio-temporal 

conditions" (St John, 2016, p. 54). These studies indicate the importance of 

understanding relations of control in festival spaces because the various choices made 

by organisational and managerial staff play a central role in allowing, or preventing, 

social and cultural decisions. 

To festival research employing flat ontologies like actor-network theory (Latour, 2005), 

assemblage theory (DeLanda, 2016), and practice theory (Schatzki, 2016), festivals 

are gatherings of heterogeneous elements “consistently drawn together as an 

identifiable terrain of action and debate" (Li, 2007, p. 266). Studies employing these 

perspectives emphasise particular elements and processes that construct a festival 

and its atmosphere, including materials, organisations, norms, human arrangements, 

and practices with the capacity for agency within and beyond the assemblage (Baker 

& McGuirk, 2017).  

Following similar trends within the broader social sciences (see Baker & McGuirk, 

2017), festival scholarship has proliferated these ontological approaches. Fileborn et 

al. (2020), for example, employ assemblage theory to understand how sexual violence 

arises at music festivals, charting how human, non-human, material, and discursive 

factors come together to facilitate sexual violence. Notably, Fileborn et al. (2020) argue 

that these individual components cannot be readily disentangled from one another and 

that festivals organisation unconsciously orders this assemblage to reinforce factors 

underpinning sexual violence. Suwa (2017) similarly argues that fishing festivals could 

be conceptualised as an ‘aquapelagic assemblage’ (p. 5), connecting disparate 

terrestrial and aquatic processes and disrupting the traditional separateness of land 

and sea. Alongside festival studies critiquing quotidian norms of society, Suwa (2017) 

uses assemblage theory to outline new models of understanding space and chart the 

hidden relations that construct these modes of understanding. Such studies elucidate 

the importance of understanding elements, processes, and actors in conjunction with 

one another and how changes to one element may disrupt other components of the 

assemblage at large. These studies help map out the often unseen and hidden 

aspects behind which festivals operate and shape experience. 
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Research has also explored senses and how bodily encounters construct festival 

space using elements, practices, and processes (see Paterson, 2009). In a particularly 

evocative example, Waitt and Stanes (2015) examine body sweat to observe 

gendered norms and procedures. Waitt and Stanes (2015) argue that sweat acquires 

meaning through a particular assembling of bodies, ideas, objects, histories, and 

judgement. The authors argue that sweat situates within a web of human and non-

human elements, relations, and practices that conceptualise, produce, and locate 

meaning. Waitt and Stanes contrast the typical experience of bodies touching 

shoulder-to-shoulder in a festival setting with likely uncomfortableness in an everyday 

space, remarking that this is normalised because expectations and social meanings 

differ between particular areas. 

In similar work on trance and rave cultures, St John (2017) charts how sensory 

technologies like DJs, sound engineers, visual artists, and event designers interact 

with dance floor inhabitants to disassemble normative modes of thinking and 

behaving. St John argued that the trance atmosphere assemblage is more than the 

sum of its parts; it emerges from interactions between material phenomena and socio-

cultural ideas and processes (see Pietikäinen, 2021). In his study of sound 

assemblages, Duffy et al. (2011) argue that festival enjoyment is assembled partly 

through bodily perceptions of rhythm and that connecting with an assemblage can 

establish instances of belonging. The authors argue that one's position in this festival 

assemblage is crucial to marking communal identity. These studies help reaffirm the 

importance of deconstructing normative ways of understanding festivals to examine 

the often-unseen elements and processes that construct a festival atmosphere. 

While research on visual phenomena is dominant within festival studies, a small strand 

of scholarship has taken a phenomenological approach that accounts for non-visual 

geographies and pays closer attention to other sensory ways of knowing. While 

studies on festival soundscapes (e.g. Birdsall, 2012; Duffy, 2014) dominate this non-

visual scholarship, studies on festival touchscapes (e.g. Duffy et al., 2011), 

tastescapes (Everett, 2008), and smellscapes (see Porteous, 1985; e.g. Toraldo, 

2013) have called attention to the multi-sensory nature of festivals. These studies 

complement Urry's (2002) call for a greater understanding of the non-visual elements 

of landscapes. 
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Festivals are often associated with unique sensory phenomena through different 

behavioural patterns, food choices, and musical elements, similar to the festival's role 

as a divergent, hedonic, and anti-normative space. Understanding the individual 

contexts, histories, and populations of particular festivals is valuable as it allows for a 

greater understanding of the unseen sensory elements that contribute to festival 

atmospheres. While a comprehensive body of work examines how festivals shape 

attendees’ experiences of space, relatively little work has explored how these changes 

affect attendees’ sensory engagements and how bodies or environments represent 

these engagements. While a few studies like Dilkes-Frayne (2016) indirectly suggest 

the importance of understanding these engagements, a lack of research in this area 

offers a limited understanding of how festival atmosphere is embodied within 

festivalgoers. This thesis broadens this understanding through the concept of affect 

and affective atmospheres, outlined in the following section. 

 

2.3. Geographies of affect and affective atmospheres  

Attempts to understand the phenomenological agency of particular contexts have led 

to a turn to the study of 'affect' in human geography (Thrift, 2004). Effectively, affect 

studies aim to reveal how phenomena interact to produce change or difference. Affect 

is a state or process that restructures codified emotional responses to physical 

experiences. Dewsbury (2009) refers to this as an experiential and material force 

existing in a relational and phenomenological realm. Affect is famously conceptualised 

by the theorists Deleuze and Guattari, who state that affects are “becomings 

experienced in a lived duration that involves the difference between two stated" 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 256). The concept of affect stresses relationality 

between different elements and processes, prompting researchers to consider how 

various configurations of bodies, objects, and technologies create temporary groups 

of feelings and energy (Bissell, 2009; Conradson & Latham, 2007, p. 238). Although 

affect has come under criticism for its lack of objective tangibility and closeness to 

emotion (Dewsbury, 2009), studies of affect provide a valuable way to understand how 

often unseen, immaterial, and unmeasurable phenomena affect people in particular 

spaces.  

Building on Thrift’s (2004) work, Anderson (2009) conceptualises affect as an 

'atmosphere', arguing that affect is an immaterial element that influences individuals 
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and groups on a spatial or environmental scale. Anderson’s work views affective 

atmosphere as a buzz, vibe, aura, or ambience and understands affect as the general 

environmental ‘feeling’ that results in emotive or phenomenological difference. 

Through the concept of atmosphere, Anderson and others (e.g. Brennan, 2004; 

Michels, 2015) provide a spatial conceptualisation of affect that arises from an 

interaction between people and place.  

Anderson’s concept of affective atmospheres has been adopted by scholars using 

non-representational theories, and researchers like Cadman (2009) have argued that 

an affective atmosphere is an assemblage of multiple elements and processes. For 

example, Cadman (2009) remarks that because of its status as an assemblage, an 

affective atmosphere is more than the sum of its parts and that its capacity to create 

emotional change develops from the relational ties between its constituent 

components. Notably, a non-representational view of affect collapses the empirical 

divide between the material and felt body, where emotions and feelings are not 

separate from people and place but are active determinants of atmosphere (Massumi, 

2002). 

Understanding affect as an atmosphere helps to conceptualise affect as a product that 

emerges from resonances between elements and processes. Several studies have 

explored affect through a political and critical lens, exploring how actors can construct 

affect for particular social outcomes. In their analysis of the atmosphere of the 2012 

London Olympic Games, Closs Stephens (2016), for example, examines how the 

organisers designed the emotional atmosphere of the Olympics to develop strong 

feelings of nationhood. Closs Stephens explores how Olympic ‘spirit’ actively 

heightened nationalisation and patriotism, noting how the British Broadcasting 

Commission (BBC) played a crucial role in enhancing particular emotions through 

language, visual imagery, and sound. Closs Stephens’ work on affective atmospheres 

emphasises the political role of affect and how actors can channel affect in particular 

ways for particular outcomes, in this case, stronger attachment to a nation. This 

political view on affective atmospheres strongly influences the understanding of this 

thesis on the music festival and how festival organisers create particular ‘vibes’. Closs 

Stephens’ work effectively emphasises the importance of charting the power relations 

present within music festivals and critically interrogating how and why organisers make 

design decisions. 
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Considering the importance of atmosphere and ambience to festival experiences, it is 

unsurprising that festival scholarship has begun to conceptualise festival spaces 

through affect and affective atmospheres (e.g. De Matteis, 2018; De Molli et al., 2020; 

Edensor & Sumartojo, 2015). Of particular importance to this literature and related 

scholarship in environmental design is that affective atmospheres depend on 

interactions that emerge in moments of becoming. Festival atmospheres are 

constantly influenced by processes working in relation to one another, like sound, 

audience behaviour, weather, or smells (Jamieson, 2014; Michels & Steyaert, 2017). 

Gagliardi (1999), for example, argues that interactions between different aesthetic 

codes at a festival can clash in different ways and produce new affective domains, 

suggesting that atmospheres build concomitantly on different affective elements (see 

Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos, 2016). In a festival context, Gagliardi’s view suggests 

that a festival atmosphere results from dynamic clashes of varying sensory, 

psychological, material, and phenomenological processes acting in relation. Despite 

this scholarship, studies of how actors shape and design affective atmospheres at 

music festivals are limited. This lack of scholarship is surprising, considering the 

prominence of non-representational theories and critical politics in festival studies. 

Despite ongoing recognition of how organisers of the built environment shape affect 

and affective atmospheres (see Böhme, 2013), no academic research has specifically 

explored festival design through an affective lens. While related scholarship exploring 

the experiential components of festival design is prominent within the academic 

literature, understanding festivals via an affective and atmospheric perspective offers 

a novel way to understand how festival environments are modified and co-created. 

This approach also extends understanding of how festival environments alter human 

functioning beyond the explicit processes enabled by organisers. This research 

contributes to this knowledge by exploring how the decisions of festival organisers 

consider affective atmospheres. Concurrently, my research helps to understand how 

affect shapes attendee experiences beyond these explicit goals, increasing our 

understanding of how and why particular phenomena shape attendees' music festival 

experiences.  
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2.4. Environmental psychology and design 

Environmental psychology examines the interaction between individuals and their 

environment, researching the meaning and use of built, naturally, and culturally 

occurring environments and their impact on psychological experience (Zeisel, 1984). 

While much of this work examines the design of particular environmental contexts and 

their influence on human behaviour, a significant strand of research examines the 

influence of physical and social settings on emotional experiences and other non-

physical, non-measurable, indescribable, and unconscious phenomena (Gifford, 

2014).  

An interest in environmental settings links both geography and environmental 

psychology. Research in both disciplines has revealed how environments shape 

cognitive processes (see Finlay et al., 2010; Goss, 1993; Ittelson et al., 1974). In this 

research, I draw on literature from environmental psychology as context to help explain 

the effects of music festival design on attendees' thoughts, feelings, and behaviours. 

Throughout this section, I examine the methodological, empirical, and ontological 

differences between environmental psychology and human geography to assess what 

each field can offer to researchers interested in the music festival. 

One literature that both human geography and environmental psychology contribute 

to is research on spaces of consumption, which explores how the design of spaces 

encourages or discourages consumptive practices. Often employing in-depth case 

studies on locations such as malls (e.g. Goss, 1993), casinos (e.g. Finlay et al., 2010), 

theme parks (e.g. Ong, 2017), or waterfront redevelopments (e.g. Bjerkeset & Aspen, 

2017), these studies explain the importance of environmental design in steering 

visitors towards a behavioural practice or emotional state.  

Examining the proverbial 'magic' of shopping malls, Goss (1993) elucidates the 

authoritarian paternalism and power relations present within shopping malls, arguing 

that mall designers exploit an understanding of cognitive and psychological principles 

to facilitate consumption and social control. By creating spaces of spectacle (see 

Pinder, 2000), Goss (1993) argues that mall developers create what Bakhtin (1984) 

refers to as the 'carnivalesque', a space characterised by antipathy to hierarchical, 

authoritative, and normative relations. By developing these conditions, Goss argues 

that developers effectively conceal the consumptive nature of the space. Similar 
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studies on casino design (see Ellard, 2015) have examined how casinos exploit the 

psychological principle of ‘mystery’ – the likelihood that further investigation will yield 

new information – within their design practices. Ellard (2015) maps how casino 

design's ‘maze-like’ nature entices visitors to explore and engage with gambling 

infrastructure. Such studies underline the importance of understanding actors' goals 

and how they draw on psychological knowledge to achieve affective outcomes. 

Scholarship on consumption often details the affective goals behind designers of the 

built environment and how atmosphere is employed to pursue these goals.  Examining 

the development of a shopping mall/residential tower in Singapore, Lee (2015) details 

how political debates surrounding the affective plans of built space emerges from the 

local Singaporean context. Lee (2015) argued that affect is contested and constructed 

within particular models of urban governance, highlighting local negotiations inherent 

in producing, and designing, specific models of affective space (see also Kraftl, 2010). 

While no such studies have specifically explored this idea in a music festival, it seems 

likely that the local context will play a substantial role in shaping their affective goals 

and outcomes.  

Adopting a more holistic understanding of affect as a concept, Ellard (2015) 

conceptualises spaces generating feelings of transcendence from everyday life as 

spaces of awe. Incorporating his background in cognitive psychology, Ellard (2015) 

defines awe as a psychological and sensory process produced by a feeling of 

'vastness' and a corresponding adjustment of worldview. Furthermore, Ellard argues 

that this feeling of awe impacts our psychological experience, using the example that 

awe can reconstitute normative modes of understanding the passing of time through 

senses of ‘living in the moment’ (see Yaden et al., 2019). Alongside other 

psychological concepts employed by architects and designers of the built environment 

(Philip, 1996), awe has been used and retroactively applied to the built environment 

to describe how particular spaces create intense feelings of affect. Studies of large 

cathedrals, for example, have described how affective atmospheres can create 

feelings of submissiveness and behavioural 'freezing' (e.g. Joye & Dewitte, 2016), 

emphasising how affect and psychological functioning are invariably linked.  

Similiarly, Ellard (2015) conceptualises spaces that transform everyday experiences 

into something unexpected and symbolic as places of thrill. Driven by the work of Katz 
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(1988) and his study on the sensory compulsions of shoplifting, Ellard (2015) argues 

that 'thrilling' spaces and experiences are relational to how the everyday spaces of our 

lives. Ellard conceptualises these experiences as “arising from unexpected and rapid 

movements that jerk us from the equilibrium stated of our everyday experience into 

something novel, disorientating, and euphoric" (Ellard, 2015, p. 83). Understanding 

spaces as ‘thrilling’ is well established within the literature on tourism landscapes, 

which states that confounding or disorienting experiences can provoke different 

discourses and acts (see Edensor, 2007; Seremetakis, 1994). Festival environments 

are prominent spaces in which thrill occurs, stemming from their central role in 

articulating alternative, liminal experiences (Robinson, 2015; Waitt & Duffy, 2010), and 

act as what Frost (2015) calls "an escape valve for evolutionary energy" (p. 972). While 

no research has examined this concept of thrill specifically in festival environments, it 

is clear that thrill is a central constituent of festival spaces.  

In recent decades, the influence of psychological knowledge on environmental design 

has been profound and has seen concepts from academic scholarship become 

integral to design and planning practices. Examples of this include the inclusion of 

place identity in modern urban planning considerations (Proshansky et al., 1983), the 

importance of viewing nature for health benefits in architecture (Velarde et al., 2007), 

and identifying and nudging factors for prosocial environmental behaviour (Baca-

Motes et al., 2013). In an early example, Zeisel (1984) examined how designers can 

plan the design and layout of Alzheimer’s Disease clinics to augment residents’ 

memory recall through stimulating environmental cues. Zeisel’s work has since 

become integral to modern hospital and clinic planning, indicating the relevance of 

environmental psychology concepts to contemporary design. 

Environmental psychology research on sound has revealed the importance of design 

in shaping the social context of particular spaces. Of particular note is the work of 

Mackrill et al. (2013) and others who found that experiences of noise are related to the 

meaning individuals place on their surroundings (see Shankar et al., 2013). In their 

study of hospital soundscape design, Mackrill et al. (2013) contend that individuals 

experience sound in a temporal and social context. Mackrill et al. argue for the 

importance of reducing 'hospital-like' sounds, indicating the impact that sociocultural 

meaning has on psychology. The significance of this work is that socio-cultural 

relations and design are intricately tied. 
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Moreover, environmental psychology principles in practice demonstrate how design 

can draw on this meaning to influence cognition and behaviour (e.g., Anderson et al., 

2013). Environmental psychology and design knowledge can help elucidate how and 

why certain design elements affect music festivals in conjunction with the wider-scale 

and more theoretical exploration of space within human geography. Music festivals 

are sites of significant sociocultural meaning, so understanding how practitioners 

might draw on these relations is central to exploring the impact of music festivals on 

attendee experience.  

 

2.5. Music festival design  

Extensive research within festival studies has explored how festival settings, 

programmes, and human interactions influence attendees. Studies of sociopolitical 

discourse (e.g. Quinn, 2003; Sharpe, 2008) and commodification (e.g. Frost, 2008) 

dominate this literature. These works often draw on a case study approach across 

different spatial and temporal contexts to showcase the complex relations associated 

with varying experiences of an event (see Frost, 2008). Critically, and perhaps led by 

the dominance of the event management paradigm within festival studies more 

generally (see Getz, 2010), a considerable focus of this literature is the role of event 

organisers in shaping how events arise. While this literature rarely explicitly examines 

spatial design, an implicit acknowledgement of the role of design has developed within 

the literature on meaning creation (see Jepson & Clarke, 2018). In his study of festival 

meaning, Berridge (2012) argues that all organisers design event environments to 

create specific meaning within space. Berridge remarks that all stakeholders are direct 

recipients of this designed experience, so deliberately created atmospheres of 

meaning directly impact attendees. This, Berridge argues, centres design as a central 

consideration of attendee experience and festivals in general. Despite this 

acknowledgement, studies examining festival design are limited, and design 

knowledge is predominantly developed through personal experience rather than 

formal academic research (Ballantyne et al., 2014). 

Studies of festival design have primarily followed the empirical and methodological foci 

of the disciplines of their authors, namely anthropology, geography, event 

management, tourism studies, and environmental psychology. In their psychological 

analysis of music festivals, Packer & Ballantyne (2011), for example, categorise the 
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impact of festival design into four domains – music experiences, atmospheric 

experiences, social experiences, and separation (from everyday life) experiences. The 

authors detail how festival design can improve psychological wellbeing, purpose, 

social integration, autonomy, and personal growth to influence each domain.  

Other approaches within festival scholarship consider the importance of music festival 

design in aiding improvements for consumers and communities (Robertson, 2016; 

Robertson & Lees, 2014). Festival design has become of empirical interest to positive 

psychology, for example. Many of these studies argue that creating opportunities for 

social inclusion and an overarching festival group identity is vital for positively 

influencing festival behaviour (see Filep et al., 2015; Robertson et al., 2018). In a 

geographic approach to the music festival, Szmigin et al. (2017) argue that music 

festival 'authenticity' is constituted through the role of design to enable positive identity 

creation. In doing so, Szmigin et al. link the physical environment of the festival with 

the performative and symbolic elements of individual and group identity. Szmigin et 

al.’s argument reinforces Wang's (1999) assertion that festivals are sites of an 

ephemeral and intense sense of community that particular actors can construct and 

alter. Szmigin et al. (2017) identify that the distinction between the everyday world and 

music festivals is encapsulated in the symbolic value and meanings invested in these 

spaces (see Cohen, 1988). These studies indicate that organisers imbue music 

festival design with particular meanings and representations. 

Festival studies have taken a long-standing interest in the psychology of festivalgoers.   

For example, Wood and Kinnunen (2020) argue that festival attendees' collective 

emotions and shared social experiences produce psychological change. Wood and 

Kinnunen argue that people are more physical, social, emotional, and creative in 

liminal spaces like festivals because of their desire to fit in with their expectations of 

others in the crowd. Other research reinforces this argument, finding that social 

inclusion, commitment, and attachment to a group are associated with positive 

attendee experiences (see Ballantyne et al., 2014; Laing & Mair, 2015). Little et al. 

(2018), examining the psychological changes of attendees experiencing electronic 

dance music (EDM) festival, argue that three significant processes are productive of 

psychological change: escape from everyday life; community and shared experience; 

and altered faith, values, and experience. Similarly, Ballantyne et al. (2014), who 

investigated the relationship between festival design and psychological benefits for 
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attendees, argue that developing a sense of shared identification and purpose is key 

to maximising the psychological and social benefits attained by festival attendees. 

Other studies have explored festivals using psychological theories or frameworks like 

existential phenomenology (Moss et al., 2020) or convergence theory (Earl, 2008). 

However, these studies disregard the importance of festival design, environments, or 

contexts by taking an individualist approach.  

Despite an interest in attendee psychology, few studies have investigated the link 

between music festival design and behaviour. Studies investigating crowd safety 

dominate this literature (e.g. Earl et al., 2004, 2005; Ronchi et al., 2016). These studies 

often employ and design models that predict how crowds will behave in certain 

conditions for crowd control or safety reasons. Ranieri (2015), for example, argued 

that music festival behaviour is defined by emotionally charged, highly motivated, and 

unpredictable behaviour stemming from a strongly shared social identity. To Ranieri, 

context-specific factors enable different norms and identities to emerge and shape 

how individuals and crowds behave. Incorporating a critical analysis of gendered 

power relations, Fileborn et al. (2020) argue that sexual violence occurs at a higher 

rate at music festivals due to overt, gendered power relations and stereotypical gender 

norms. Dilkes-Frayne (2016) share this view. In their socio-spatial analysis of drug use 

in festival campsites, Dilkes-Frayne argues that festival behaviour is shaped by an 

interplay of social, spatial, material, temporal, and affective processes. Dilkes-Frayne 

refers to the critical role of individual camp configurations as moderators and 

predictors of drug use, remarking on designed space's influential yet understated role.  

Despite acknowledging the psychological properties of music festival design in 

shaping the festival experience, engagement in the form, function, meaning, and 

configuration of music festival space has been limited within the music festival design 

literature. Despite several works examining the importance of constructing 

phenomenological experiences (e.g. Robinson, 2015; Szmigin et al., 2017), academic 

scholarship currently understands little of how the goals of organisers interact with the 

experience of attendees. The academic literature also has little knowledge of how 

music festival environments are inherently productive of particular acts that organisers 

did not intend to influence. This thesis fills this gap by bringing together disparate but 

related literature in environmental psychology, human geography, and event 

management to understand these processes. The thesis offers an explicit analysis of 
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music festival design by examining music festivals' form, function, and meaning. 

Consequently, the research aims to understand how our environments shape human 

functioning and aid practitioner knowledge in event management and design.   

 

2.6. Summary 

This chapter has situated music festival design within the literature on festival 

geographies and environmental design, paying particular attention to the concept of 

affective atmospheres. I first addressed music festivals as a heterogeneous and 

variegated space, examining scholarship within festival studies and human 

geography. Next, I examined work affect studies. Employing Anderson's (2009) 

concept of 'affective atmospheres', I demonstrate past knowledge indicating that music 

festival environments are constructed and inherently conducive to particular 

atmospheres designed to alter attendee experiences. Next, I related this concept to 

the environmental psychology and design literature and examined the processes 

behind these alterations. Lastly, I reviewed the literature on music festival design. I 

argue that working at the intersection of this literature allows us to aid our 

understanding of how our environment shapes human experiences, expand 

theoretical knowledge into social and cultural geographies of contemporary life, and 

provide practitioners with the theoretical basis to shape design practice.  
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3 
As examined in the previous chapter, particular contexts play an important role in 

influencing the experience of music festival attendees. (Getz, 2010). As the contextual 

background behind different festivals shapes how they are designed and experienced, 

researchers cannot examine music festivals as isolated phenomena. To discuss 

affective experience in-depth, a fundamental understanding of the context of music 

festivals requires an assessment of the sociopolitical conditions underpinning 

organiser decisions and attendee expectations (see Robinson, 2015).  

The following chapter examines the historical and contemporary context of music 

festivals in New Zealand, situating the modern festival scene within global and local 

trends. I begin in Section 3.1 with a brief acknowledgement of the complexities in 

defining ‘a music festival’ as a concept, including reference to the different ways that 

festivals can be understood and categorised. In Section 3.2, I examine the history of 

music festivals in New Zealand, highlighting key events and trends that have 

influenced the contemporary festival scene. In Section 3.3, I frame the current 

landscape of music festivals in New Zealand, outlining key events and ideas involved 

in modern music festival design, before concluding in Section 3.4. A comprehensive 

and detailed analysis of New Zealand music festivals and music festival history is 

beyond the scope of this chapter, and music historians have already examined this 

topic in-depth (see Dix, 1988). Considering this work, I trace the predominant trends 

and features that influence how music festivals in New Zealand have evolved and link 

this development to changing event management practices and expectations of 

attendee experience. 

 

3.1. Conceptualising the music festival 

3.1.1. Defining the music festival 

The challenge to define ‘the music festival’ is similar to attempts within urban 

geography to define ‘the city’ (see Frey & Zimmer, 2001) because it is difficult to 

determine what a music festival actually ‘is’ (Laing & Mair, 2015). Festival scholarship 

Context: 

Music festivals in New Zealand 
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has seen several contrasting and often paradoxical attempts to define musical festivals 

proliferate, usually following the academic trends of the author’s primary discipline and 

the temporal, geographic, and cultural context in which they write (Webster & McKay, 

2016). In their analysis of festival types, Stone (2009) identifies that the music festival 

literature has raised seventeen different definitions for a music festival, ranging in 

organisational practice, genre, timeframe, and infrastructural scale. Contemporary 

audiences might take the music festival as a relatively straightforward and easily 

understandable phenomenon where one obviously “knows” what a music festival is 

and can quickly identify its primary features. Nevertheless, critically interrogating these 

definitions often leads to particular festivals being included or excluded depending on 

a specific definition. Because music festivals are wide-ranging in scope, this lack of an 

agreed-upon definition makes it difficult to compare and contrast research across 

different contexts. 

Much of this complexity arises from the blurred relationship between the music festival 

and the music concert. What, for example, differentiates a one-day music festival from 

a concert with multiple acts? The ‘festival’ concept has evolved due to changing norms 

of cultural celebration and musical performance styles (Cudny, 2014a), making the 

relationship between concerts and festivals historically hard to define. Much of this 

differentiation between ‘festival’ and ‘concert’ is both sociocultural and contextual in 

form, ranging from differences in terms of music, organisational practice, marketing, 

and naming.  

One clear difference between festivals and concerts may be the centrality of music 

itself to the event. Concerts usually focus on specific music acts or events, while 

festivals are associated with an overall atmosphere rather than individual 

performances. Essentially, one could argue that a music festival is greater than the 

sum of its performances, often involving a theme or tradition that supersedes the 

importance of individual musical acts. This idea, however, could be critiqued as many 

examples exist of themed concerts with an atmospheric component, such as Live Aid. 

This example highlights the complexity of understanding the festival's relationship with 

the concert, as many examples could effectively be classified as either kind of event. 

Recognising the nebulous and indeterminate boundaries of the ‘music festival’ as a 

concept, I thus take a necessary, if hesitant, approach in refusing to define the term. 
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Instead, I regard the ‘music festival’ as an evolving concept that researchers should 

examine within the geographic, temporal, and sociocultural context that situates a 

festival. By defining the term, I risk excluding festivals that position themselves as 

music festivals but may not otherwise share similarities with other events. Conversely, 

I may also risk including events that may not define themselves as festivals but have 

commonalities with them. Therefore, instead of using a definition, I stress the 

importance of recognising the changing nature of the term and examining the context 

where festivals are situated. 

 

3.1.2. The unclear origin of the music festival 

I limit my contextual understanding of music festivals to a conceptualisation that most 

contemporary music historians and event practitioners employ. To many New Zealand 

authors, including influential music historian John Dix, modern music festivals in New 

Zealand arose from the counter-culture movement of the 1960s and followed similar 

events in the US, the UK, and Australia, like Woodstock and Glastonbury (see 

Bannister, 2006; Dix, 1988; Mollgaard, 2018). Technical advancements like 

amplification allowed for large scale crowds, and cultural popularity led to the financial 

potential of large scale and professionally organised events (see Dix, 1988). My 

historical overview of the music festival in New Zealand thus begins at this timeframe. 

While I acknowledge that this origin point neglects events before this period, the 

evolving nature of the ‘festival’ necessitates a clear boundary between early and 

modern conceptualisations of the music festival. Because this research is associated 

with contemporary festivals, I chose Dix’s boundary of the 1960s (see Dix, 1988) for 

two primary reasons. Firstly, festival scholars are essentially in agreement that modern 

conceptualisations of the ‘music festival’ largely stem from novel organisational and 

design practices in the 1960s and 1970s that provided the foundation for contemporary 

design and managerial practices that dominate today's festival landscape (see McKay, 

2015; Robinson, 2015). Secondly, wide-ranging differences in socio-cultural meaning, 

organisational processes, and attendee experience mean that earlier musical 

gatherings often show little similarity to the modern use of the term ‘festival’ (see 

Drummond, 2016). For example, a three-hour multi-act variety concert in 1935 may 

have been titled a ‘festival’ but may share little similarity with a music festival in 2022.  
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In recognition of this contemporary focus of this thesis, I thus acknowledge these early 

gatherings but predominantly chart the emergence of music festivals from the late 20th 

century onwards. A wide-ranging evolution of the ‘music festival’ in New Zealand, while 

beyond the scope of this thesis, would be helpful to music festival scholarship in 

charting how practices, ideas, and meaning have evolved. 

 

3.2. New Zealand music festivals in history 

The first modern conceptualisation of music festivals began in the mid-late 1960s, 

broadly expanding from the popularity of multi-performer tours (see Dix, 1988). The 

first of these events was the Redwood ’70 festival. Driven by media coverage of large-

scale festivals overseas, the festival, subtitled the “first national music convention”, 

was held in 1970 at West Auckland with Robin Gibb (of the Bee Gees) leading the 

musical line-up (Schmidt, 2015). While the event attracted an attendance of 9000, and 

many media articles exaggeratedly compared the festival to Woodstock (Schmidt, 

2015), the festival did not make a profit, highlighting the risk of large-scale events at 

the time. Schmidt (2015) argued that this outcome proved discouraging to both event 

organisers and attendees who saw the popularity of outdoor festivals in New Zealand 

as limited during this time. The original advertisement for Redwood ’70 is shown below 

in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1   

Advertisement for the Redwood '70 Festival 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Note: From Beginnings, by A. Schmidt, 2015, Ministry of Culture and Heritage 

(https://nzhistory.govt.nz/culture/rock-music-festivals/beginnings). 

While several promoters organised small scale events following Redwood ’70, none 

risked developing any large-scale outdoor concerts until 1973, when promotors Paul 

Raymond and Barry Coburn organised the Great Ngaruawahia Music Festival in the 

Waikato. Raymond and Coburn aimed to follow the ‘Woodstock template’ by producing 

a live album and film of the music festival (Dix, 1988). This model was the primary 

source of Woodstock’s profits (Anderton, 2020). Driven by the success of outdoor 

concerts at Western Springs, Raymond and Coburn sought to differentiate the festival 

from previous events by hosting the festival on a large rural site and drawing on a 

much broader range of musical acts. Like Redwood ’70, the Ngaruawahia Festival did 

not make a profit due to low ticket processes but saw significant media attention, 

shown in Figure 2 below. Historian John Dix refers to this financial loss as a “cautionary 

tale” that discouraged another large-scale festival for six years (Dix, 1988, as cited in 

Schmidt, 2015, n.p). The longest-running folk festival in New Zealand, the Auckland 

Folk Festival, also began during this time, inspired by the successes of folk festivals 

overseas.  

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

https://nzhistory.govt.nz/culture/rock-music-festivals/beginnings
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Figure 2  

Newspaper reports of the 1981 Great Ngaruawahia Music Festival 

 

Note: The left article is from the New Zealand Herald (20/12/1972), and the right article 

is from Sunday Times (14/01/1973). Such reports highlight the importance of the 

hippie and countercultural movements to festivals at the time and reflect the 

conservative moral panic directed at them. From Beginnings, by A. Schmidt, 2015, 

Ministry of Culture and Heritage (https://nzhistory.govt.nz/culture/rock-music-

festivals/beginnings). 

Perhaps the biggest and most significant festivals in New Zealand during the 1970s 

were the 1978 and 1979 Nambassa festivals, which drew 25,000 and 68,000 

attendees near Waihi (Jones & Broadley, 1979). Now considered a zenith of the 

countercultural and ‘hippie’ era of the music festival in New Zealand, the Nambassa 

festivals were deemed to be well-organised for music festivals at the time and 

improved on the organisational challenges of previous festivals by creating a strong 

volunteer culture. This culture reduced staffing costs and improved the financial 

viability of the event (Howe, 1979). Considered an opportunity to experience new 

lifestyles, cultures, and ways of being, Nambassa was representative and productive 

of countercultural trends such as communal ways of living (Savill, 2018). The 

organisation and design of the Nambassa festivals played an important role in 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

https://nzhistory.govt.nz/culture/rock-music-festivals/beginnings
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/culture/rock-music-festivals/beginnings


33 

influencing these movements, including opportunities to speak and hear about 

sociopolitical topics critiquing quotidian life. Media reaction to the Nambassa festivals 

was positive, and promotor Peter Terry made a profit using the Woodstock template. 

Despite this success, Schmidt (2015) argues that Nambassa represented the peak of 

the countercultural nature of these early music festivals and that the ‘spirit’ of 

Nambassa to create social change dissipated shortly thereafter. Following a financially 

unsuccessful festival in 1981 (shown in Figure 3) due to high infrastructural costs, 

Nambassa was not organised again. Despite this failure, the Nambassa series of 

events was well documented through a published book and film (see Terry, 1981). 

These festivals now serve as the key milestones for festivals during this period. The 

short-lived (but historic) success of Nambassa represents the contextual importance 

of social movements to festivals and how both attendee experience and organisational 

practice are situated within particular contexts. 

Figure 3  

1981 Nambassa Festival stage 

 

From Nambassa: A gallery from afternoons with Jesse Mulligan by P. Terry, 1981, 

Radio New Zealand 

(https://www.rnz.co.nz/national/programmes/afternoons/galleries/nambassa). 

Following the initial successes of Nambassa, the 1980 Sweetwaters Festival 

attempted to expand upon the music-focused centricity of the festival concept by 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

https://www.rnz.co.nz/national/programmes/afternoons/galleries/nambassa
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creating a music festival that concurrently focused on culture and technology. 

Recognising the organisational and design problems with Nambassa, Sweetwaters 

spent significant funds on security and safety measures, a decision signifying the 

increased professionalism of the festival industry in New Zealand and contrasting the 

previous informal approach Nambassa style of festivals. While Sweetwaters aimed to 

cater to a large demographic of music genres, the countercultural elements of 

Nambassa were retained, with spiritual workshops and political awareness stalls being 

visible elements. This countercultural social movement was critical to early festivals 

and differentiated them from outdoor concerts at the time. 

The early 1980s saw several genre-specific rock music festivals organised, such as 

the Brown Trout Festival in 1981. These festivals attempted to differentiate themselves 

from the genre diverse festivals of the past decade and saw strong attendances. Dix 

notes these successes as an early sign of the increasingly focused nature of festivals 

and a gradual loss of the importance of the countercultural movement to the overall 

festival atmosphere (Dix, 1988; Schmidt, 2015, n.p). Despite early success, these 

early 80s festivals rarely lasted more than one or two events, Dix (1988) arguing that 

this represented the ‘fickle’ gaze of the youth market. After the failure of the return of 

Sweetwaters in 1984, large-scale festivals would not return for several years. This gap 

in large-scale events would see the ‘hippie’ atmosphere of early festivals almost 

entirely dissipate alongside a broader societal shift away from ‘60s-style 

counterculture.  

Small scale and genre-specific music festivals became the norm from the mid-1980s 

throughout the 1990s. The ambitious but failed Neon Picnic festival in 1988 was 

exemplary of the difficulties of organising significant scale events. Despite significant 

ticket demand, the festival lacked the financial capital to fund the acts or infrastructure 

that it had advertised (see Figure 4). In this case, the festival’s DIY approach to 

organisation and management, which had arguably worked well for earlier festivals, 

proved unsuccessful in a fragmented and increasingly costly market where external 

investment was needed (Bourke, 2019). The failure of Neon Picnic effectively signalled 

the end of informal styles of festival management where things could be effectively 

organised ‘on-the fly’ and heralded the start of a more professionalised and capital-

conscious industry. 
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Figure 4  

Advertisement for the 1988 Neon Picnic Festival 

 

Note: The high cost of its headliners likely resulted in Neon Picnic’s financial failure. 

From Beginnings, by A. Schmidt, 2015, Ministry of Culture and Heritage 

(https://nzhistory.govt.nz/culture/rock-music-festivals/beginnings). 

While interest in local music was strong, different musical aesthetics and interests 

fractured the music scene of the late-1980s and early-1990s, which meant that 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

https://nzhistory.govt.nz/culture/rock-music-festivals/beginnings
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developing large-scale events was financially risky (Schmidt, 2015). For example, the 

festivals Mountain Rock and Strawberry Fields emerged in the early to mid-1990s, but 

following initial success at a smaller scale, these festivals closed following failures 

upon expansion to larger markets due to high infrastructural costs and limited demand. 

Perhaps the most prominent step in the mid-1990s was the emergence of The Big Day 

Out, an Australian franchise-style festival that lasted until 2012 (Gottlieb, 2021). More 

specifically, The Big Day Out represented an increasingly globalised style of music 

festival organisation through its adoption of the multi-city ‘Lollapalooza model’. The 

Lollapalooza model is a festival that moves from city to city over a short period, where 

local acts in each city complement major acts which play all events on tour. The 

Laneway series of festivals, which began in the 2000s in Australia and New Zealand, 

has also adopted this model (Laneway Festival, n.d). In the 1990s, prominent dance 

festivals (The Gathering), world music festivals (WOMAD), and Christian festivals 

(Parachute) also began.  

From the 2000s, it became clear that large-scale and long-running music festivals 

were now a viable proposition. A significant increase in the tertiary student market, 

increasingly professional event management training, sophisticated marketing, and a 

larger media presence drove this trend (Schmidt, 2015). While organisers typically 

cited students as the key market for music festivals, attendees from diverse 

backgrounds and age groups were becoming increasingly essential groups for 

organisers to target. While festivals were predominantly the de-jure domain of youth, 

festivals were now an everyday part of life for a wider population. Changes to 

contemporary music taste saw rock music fall out of favour, and electronic music 

became the norm of large-scale music festivals in New Zealand. In 2003, Rhythm and 

Vines, arguably New Zealand’s most famous festival as of 2021, began as a small 

event for 1800, with a crowd predominantly being friends and family of the organisers 

(Figure 5), and today hosts 25,000 attendees (Figure 6). 
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Figure 5 

2003 Rhythm and Vines Festival stage 

 

From 10 years of Rhythm and Vines – Reflection by H. Pinkham, 2012, Concrete 

Playground (https://concreteplayground.com/auckland/arts-entertainment/music/10-

years-of-rhythm-and-vines-reflection).    

Figure 6  

2018 Rhythm and Vines Festival stage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From Rhythm and Vines has dropped its first all-local lineup for 2020 by S. Heard, 

2020, Concrete Playground (https://concreteplayground.com/auckland/arts-

entertainment/rhythm-and-vines-has-dropped-its-first-all-local-lineup-for-2020). 

 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

https://concreteplayground.com/auckland/arts-entertainment/music/10-years-of-rhythm-and-vines-reflection
https://concreteplayground.com/auckland/arts-entertainment/music/10-years-of-rhythm-and-vines-reflection
https://concreteplayground.com/auckland/arts-entertainment/rhythm-and-vines-has-dropped-its-first-all-local-lineup-for-2020
https://concreteplayground.com/auckland/arts-entertainment/rhythm-and-vines-has-dropped-its-first-all-local-lineup-for-2020


38 

While initially characterised by a limited organisational presence and a free-spirited 

anything-goes attitude, I argue that a trend of increasingly professionalised practices 

represents the contextual history of music festivals in New Zealand. Consequently, 

this trend has brought significant progress in infrastructure, sound quality, 

organisation, and design practice, resulting in the contemporary festival landscape.  

 

3.3. The musical festival landscape in contemporary New Zealand 

In New Zealand, festivals are typically (although not exclusively) organised in the 

summer months between December and February. Festivals in urban parks are 

common, although New Zealand festivals often emphasise rural locations, often near 

beaches.  

The most popularly well-known music festival in New Zealand is Rhythm and Vines 

(RnV), a 25,000-person festival at Waiohika Vineyard in Gisborne. Global event 

management company LiveNation acquired RnV in 2015. RnV founder Hamish 

Pinkham has since started Endeavour Events, an event management company that 

has run several smaller-scale festivals, including 2021’s Golden Run, a series of three 

significant festivals at Auckland, Blenheim, and Waihi. Endeavour Events, alongside 

event management company Audiology Events, are the dominant actors in the youth 

music festival scene, alongside other smaller festivals like Homegrown (Wellington), 

Soundsplash (Raglan), and Northern Bass (Mangawhai). 

While youth-focused electronic festivals are most popularly well known, there are 

numerous smaller festivals with different target markets and genres in New Zealand. 

Examples of these festivals include the Auckland Folk Festival and the Martinborough 

Chamber Festival, with audiences ranging from the small hundreds to approximately 

5000 people. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, Australian touring festivals using the 

Lallapalooza model often included an Auckland stop, including Laneway and the now-

defunct Big Day Out. Organisers of these touring festivals have not stated if or when 

these festivals will return.  

New Zealand music festivals tend to follow a similar design format. A large, often 

themed and decorated main stage acts as the symbolic centre of the festival. This 

primary stage hosts the most significant acts and caters for the biggest crowds. 

Depending on the size of the venue, organisers may also use smaller stages, usually 
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catering for acts drawing a smaller audience. For multiday events, organisers typically 

provide camping on the outskirts of the site. Typically, festivals host food trucks, bars, 

and spaces for rest in central hubs. Two examples of typical New Zealand festival 

designs are shown in Figures 7 and 8.  

 

Figure 7 

2021 Baseline Festival site map  

 

Note: Baseline is a one-day event. From Limitless Touring [Facebook page], by 

Limitless Touring, 2021 

(https://www.facebook.com/Limitlesstouring/photos/gm.195252988723343/88378371

5797321/). 

 

 

 

 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

https://www.facebook.com/Limitlesstouring/photos/gm.195252988723343/883783715797321/
https://www.facebook.com/Limitlesstouring/photos/gm.195252988723343/883783715797321/
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Figure 8 

2021 Auckland Folk Festival site map  

 

Note: The Auckland Folk Festival is a four-day event. From How to get there by 

Auckland Folk Festival, 2021 (https://aucklandfolkfestival.co.nz/info/how-to-get-

there/). 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

https://aucklandfolkfestival.co.nz/info/how-to-get-there/
https://aucklandfolkfestival.co.nz/info/how-to-get-there/
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Music festivals are often seen as economic and regional development opportunities, 

bringing income into many rural regions. The New Zealand Government notes this 

view, as Economic and Regional Development Minister Stuart Nash stated in 2021 

that “big summer events are crucial for our economic and social wellbeing” (Nash, 

2021, n.p). On a national scale, music festivals are treated as formative sites of cultural 

expression and celebrate summer and the end of the year. However, for host 

communities, the arrival of a festival often brings mixed feelings. Many support the 

economic benefits to the region. Still, others are fearful and negative about the large 

influx of tourists and visitors that potentially disrupt everyday life and the region's 

culture (Grima, 2016).  

During COVID-19, many music festivals were forced to cancel due to government 

lockdown restrictions. These cancellations were particularly prominent in festivals in 

rural areas with poor vaccination rates and more substantial COVID restrictions. In 

2021, the New Zealand Government decided to underwrite the costs of cancelled 

music festivals to mitigate damages to the industry (Nash, 2021). This decision 

supports the governmental view that festivals are positive for cultural and economic 

wellbeing. Prime Minister Jacinda Arden has stated that “festivals are part of who we 

are” (George FM, 2021, n.p) and even DJed at Auckland festival Laneway in 2014 

(Oliver, 2017). It is unclear what the state of the industry will be post-COVID, although 

government underwriting is likely to mitigate some of the financial losses. 

Young New Zealanders are increasing regarding music festival attendance as a rite of 

passage (George FM, 2021), and the tertiary age student population remains an 

important market for organisers to target. Many festivals cater to specific age groups, 

and attendees are often seen to ‘graduate’ to a particular festival at a certain age 

(George FM, 2021). Rhythm and Vines, for example, target school leavers and 

university students, while Northern Bass caters for attendees in their late twenties. The 

New Plymouth festival WOMAD is the festival drawing the widest age range. As 

Kearns (2014) describes, WOMAD accommodates the needs of both children and 

over-65s, with both groups offered dedicated spaces on the festival site. At festivals 

catering for an older market but welcoming children, early memories often result in 

generational attendance and the creation of a returning festival community of different 

ages, like at the Auckland Folk Festival.  
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3.4. Summary 

The particular context of a music festival plays a strong influence on the experience of 

festivalgoers (Cudny, 2014a). While global knowledge and trends inspire many festival 

design elements, the local, regional, and national contexts are important in shaping 

how attendees experience design, atmosphere, and organisational practices. This 

chapter reviewed the historical and contemporary context of music festivals in New 

Zealand, outlining the key processes, practices, and ideas surrounding festival design 

in a New Zealand environment.  

I argued that the ‘music festival’ is a vague and unclearly bounded concept in both 

definition and evolution. Firstly, no single universally used definition of the music 

festival exists, and many of the inclusion criteria proposed by many definitions fail to 

include events that may be characterised as a festival in the public eye (see McKay, 

2015; Stone, 2009). Moreover, the boundary between ‘festival’ and ‘concert’ is unclear, 

and many events blur the conceptual margin between the two. Secondly, what is 

considered a ‘music festival’ has changed over time (Drummond, 2016; McKay, 2015; 

Robinson, 2015). For example, many music festivals in the past would not be referred 

to as such by contemporary audiences today. At the same time, researchers could 

retrospectively characterise many historical music gatherings as a festival.  

Next, I charted how the contemporary music festival in New Zealand has its origins in 

the countercultural rock and pop festivals of the 1970s and 80s (Dix, 1988). These 

festivals were characterised by professionally limited managerial and organisational 

practices alongside high financial risk and an association with critical and progressive 

politics (see Robinson, 2015) that festivals both represented and promoted (e.g. 

Howe, 1979). The following decades marked a trend of increasing professionalism in 

organisation, management, infrastructure, procurement, programming, and 

stakeholder management (see Dix, 1988; Schmidt, 2015). This professionalism 

prompted the expanding potential for financial gain. The standard operating model of 

individual event promotors partially shifted to involve private companies and 

government as key actors in the planning and operation of music festivals. This shift 

followed the neoliberal reforms of the 1980s and a corresponding shift to 

entrepreneurial urban governance (Gibson & Connell, 2012; see Hall & Hubbard, 

1996).  
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4 
Festival management in New Zealand has become increasingly professionalised in 

recent decades, and knowledge of spatial design has become an essential tool for 

festival organisers. Accordingly, the music festival context offers an opportunity to 

investigate affect and other geographical phenomena in a setting where theoretical 

ideas at least implicitly inform understanding of design. In this chapter, I discuss the 

methodological approach taken for this thesis, emphasising the empirical and 

ontological foundations for the research. I also discuss the methodological challenges 

and opportunities in researching music festivals during COVID-19. 

I begin in Section 4.1 by examining my social-constructionist and phenomenological 

approach to qualitative festival scholarship and its empirical positioning within festival 

geography, affect studies, and environmental psychology. In Section 4.2, I detail my 

three-stage approach to data collection, including the methodological challenges of 

recruiting participants and collecting data during the COVID-19 pandemic. This section 

describes my approach to interviews and documentary data analysis. In Section 4.3, I 

draw on the work of Braun and Clarke (2006, 2021b) to outline my use of reflexive 

thematic analysis. In Section 4.4, I delineate ethical considerations present in the 

research. In Section 4.5, I examine how my positionality as both a researcher and a 

‘festivalgoer’ shapes how I approach festival research. Finally, I conclude in Section 

4.6 with a summary of the methodological approach taken. 

 

4.1. Methodological approach 

4.1.1. Social constructionism 

This thesis employed a qualitative methodology to understand the rationales, context, 

and realms of meaning central to the affective experiences of music festivals (see 

Morgan & Smircich, 1980). My approach to qualitative research is inspired by social 

constructionist epistemology, a theory of knowledge that argues that an individual 

develops interpretations and understandings of the world in coordination with others 

(see Burningham & Cooper, 1999; Edley, 2001, p. 432).  

Methodology: 

Researching the festival  
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A social constructionist approach aligns well with political and critical perspectives on 

design. Designers and organisers often unconsciously employ social interpretations 

and understandings of the world in their work (Frost, 2016; Jepson & Clarke, 2018). 

To a social constructionist approach, festival spaces are both produced by and 

productive of social meanings and understandings, both shaping and being shaped 

by the worldview of particular actors. This approach thus supports the critical 

perspective of this research and the literature this thesis draws on. 

In recognition of the importance of these interpretations and understandings, my 

methodological approach examined and critiqued the construction of festival 

management and organisational methods over time. I explored the context that shapes 

participant understandings of music festivals and charted how these understandings 

have been developed through documentary data analysis, examined later in this 

section. I also discussed how festival design and management practices develop in 

tandem with particular social interpretations and understandings, which I examined 

through interviews. Finally, by investigating affect and affective atmospheres through 

a social constructionist lens, I explored how festival design's political considerations 

and decisions are constructed within particular ways of understanding the world.  

 

4.1.2. Phenomenology 

I also employed a phenomenological approach, guided by contemporary approaches 

in the affective geographies literature (e.g. Paterson, 2005; Spinney, 2015). This 

approach analyses lived experiences, perspectives, and meanings ascribed to and 

derived from phenomena (Ash & Simpson, 2016). Phenomenological research 

emphasises lived experiences and encounters with place (Seamon, 1982). 

Methodologically, approaches to phenomenology emphasise storytelling and value 

participant involvement throughout the entire research process. Moreover, these 

approaches aim to describe human experience and pay attention to the importance of 

specific contexts and settings (Simonsen, 2013). As phenomenology locates 

participants at the heart of research and allows readers to fully imagine phenomena 

(Merriam, 2009), phenomenological research is particularly suited to topics that 

investigate intense human experiences like music festivals (Jackson, 1981). 
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Studies on affect and affective atmospheres have regularly employed 

phenomenological approaches to elicit detailed accounts of phenomena not otherwise 

captured by more conventional social science approaches like field observation 

(Spinney, 2015). To Anderson and Harrison (2010), phenomenological approaches 

allow for more effective examinations of different relational configurations, which are 

critical to investigating the affective interactions among elements, practices, and 

processes.  

Like my approach to social constructionism, I used a phenomenological approach in 

my data collection methods, particularly in my interviews with festival attendees. I 

asked participants about their experiences in particular settings and contexts, 

questioning the impact of different sensory elements like sound, smells, and energy 

on attendees. I also emphasised psychological experience, asking attendees about 

their thoughts and emotions and contrasted these with their overall understanding of 

the event. Finally, using a phenomenological approach, I aimed to explore unseen and 

unconsidered phenomena in different contexts, such as genre-specific stages, 

campsites, or outside of the festival itself, to gain a detailed account of the impact of 

festival design on attendee experience.  

 

4.1.3. Social constructionism and phenomenology in conjunction  

In conjunction, social constructionist and phenomenological epistemologies offer an 

opportunity to examine how social interpretations and worldviews mediate the 

hermeneutic and experiential aspects of festival experience (Jackson et al., 2018; 

Quinn, 2003). As social meaning influences an individual’s phenomenological 

experience of place, using both epistemologies provide a way to explore a broad range 

of experiences. To attend to one methodological frame but not the other risks omitting 

central aspects of the festival experience (Elwood, 2010). In the context of affect, 

Anderson and Harrison conceptualise this epistemological agglutinate by stating that 

affect is a dynamic process that reaches across epistemologies and is “repopulated” 

by social relations (Anderson & Harrison, 2010, p. 17). To Anderson and Harrison, 

attending to affect means engaging with both non-representational models of 

experience and the structural and socially constructed worlds where they are situated. 

Accordingly, this research considers both approaches. I detail the relationship 

between these two approaches in Figure 9.  
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Figure 9 

Relationship between social constructionist and phenomenological epistemologies  

 

The advantage of this dualistic epistemological approach is that it reflects the different  

methodological foci of social/cultural geography, festival studies, and environmental 

psychology; separate fields that take a vested interest in music festivals. My research 

lies in their convergence and therefore adopts multiple epistemologies to capture the 

empirical breadth of this literature. This study attempts to benefit each discrete field 

through its methodology and design to be of value to separate bodies of knowledge 

and advance the increasingly entangled nature of festival studies as a discipline (see 

Getz, 2010). Each discipline has engaged differently with particular epistemologies, 

with geography, for example, engaging in post-structural and phenomenological 

research more than other festival-related disciplines. The choice to employ 

approaches thus attempts to ‘reach across the aisle’, attempting to bring 

phenomenological research into the predominantly event management led festival 

studies whilst grounding the research in social constructionism.  
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4.2. Data collection 

I undertook data collection in three stages, each with a particular methodological 

approach and population of focus. I outline this approach in Table 2 below. 

Table 2  

Stages of data collection in this research 

Stage Method/approach Period of collection 

I 
Interviews with festival managers, designers, and 

organisers (n = 9) 

July – September 

2021 

II Interviews with festival attendees (n = 15) 
July – November 

2021 

III 
Documentary analysis of media articles and 

marketing material 

May 2021 – March 

2022 

 

The following sections describe my approach to interviews (4.2.1) and documentary 

data analysis (4.2.2). 

 

4.2.1. Interviews 

4.2.2.1. Sample: I interviewed two primary groups of interest: festival 

organisers and attendees. I undertook semi-structured interviews with nine festival 

organisers, managers, and designers to examine the practices that create particular 

affective atmospheres. For this population, I invited participants actively involved in 

festival design or management (involved in a music festival either six months before 

or after the interview). I also undertook semi-structured interviews with 15 festival 

attendees to examine how design practices and the implicit characteristics of music 

festivals influence attendee experience. I required that these participants had been to 

a festival in the last 12 months and asked for ticket or photo evidence that they had 

done so. In total, this group of participants attended 12 different festivals the year prior. 

Organiser interviews represented four of these festivals.  

 

  4.2.2.2. Recruitment: I sought organiser participants by emailing the publicly 

available media contacts of music festivals, attaching a participant information sheet 

(PIS) for organisations and asking them for assistance recruiting potential participants 
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(Appendices A and G). If the media contact agreed to support the research, I asked 

that they forward the invitation on my behalf to an appropriate member of their 

organisation, inviting them to email me directly if they wished to participate. This 

invitation also asked the potential participant to complete an organisational consent 

form (CF) (Appendix D) if they wanted to participate and had the organisational 

authority to do so. In total, representatives of 79 festivals were contacted, with 14 

responding. Nine potential participants expressed an interest in participating. I 

responded to these contacts with a PIS for organisers (Appendix B), CF (Appendix E), 

a list of broad topic themes for the interview, and a short statement of why an interview 

could be mutually beneficial.  

I sought attendee participants through digital advertisements placed on Instagram and 

Facebook and paper advertisements around the University of Auckland campus, 

community noticeboards, and music venues throughout Auckland (Appendix F). In 

total, 18 people expressed an interest in participating. Once participants expressed an 

interest in participating, I asked for photo or ticket evidence that they had visited a 

music festival in the last 12 months and attached a PIS for attendees (Appendix C) 

and CF (Appendix E). 

Participant recruitment concluded when no further festival organisers were available 

to be interviewed or, in the case of attendee interviews when constraints on the study 

schedule prevented further recruitment.  

There were challenges in recruiting participants in both groups. While the music 

festival industry in New Zealand is expanding rapidly, it is still limited in size, and the 

number of professional full-time festival managers is still small. Volunteer, part-time 

and early-career promotors are not outside of the scope of this research, but their 

capacity to answer based on experience is limited. I nonetheless included and 

welcomed the views of these participants. Moreover, event management companies 

may run multiple festivals, limiting the potential pool of participants. Lastly, the 

extensive time demands and workload of event management, accompanied by my 

emails being ‘lost in the mailbox’, meant that participation of festival organisers was 

limited to only a small proportion of potential participants. However, these issues are 

common in qualitative research, and I found that my interviews with organisers 

covered a broad range of experiences and perspectives.  
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The emergence of the Delta variant of COVID-19 in New Zealand in August 2021 and 

the corresponding Level 4 lockdown that restricted in-person meetings led to 

challenges in recruiting attendees. Some attendees who were previously willing to 

participate in an in-person setting were unwilling to participate in an online 

conferencing app due to limited technical accessibility, available time, issues of 

motivation, and stress and burnout associated with online learning (Mheidly et al., 

2020). Moreover, restrictions emplaced by the lockdown made recruiting via physical 

advertisement impossible. Posting my advertisement online, while supposedly more 

accessible, was surprisingly less effective regarding the number of participants who 

expressed an interest. Nevertheless, these online advertisements contributed to an 

increased variety of participants beyond the primarily student-age population that may 

have resulted from my original approach.  

Snowballing methods of recruiting potential participants through known networks and 

other attendees were effective, although this method likely contributed to a more 

homogenous sample. While an ostensible variety in a sample population is nebulous 

and a flawed aspiration (see Braun & Clarke, 2021a), the effects of lockdown on 

recruitment likely changed who I was able to interview, and the conversations I had. 

While this is not necessarily problematic considering qualitative research is highly 

dependent on context, it nevertheless prompts reflection on the methodological 

challenges associated with recruiting participants during a lockdown, whether in terms 

of equity, accessibility, or sample homogeneity. 

 

4.2.2.3. Interview approach: I conducted semi-structured interviews with festival 

organisers to allow for open-ended perspectives regarding their experience of music 

festivals. This approach allowed participants to lead the discussion along topical lines 

they considered important to the context of the conversation (McIntosh & Morse, 

2015). Interviews with festival organisers averaged approximately 40-minutes and 

took place via Zoom.  

Due to ethical constraints, I could not interview festival attendees at music festivals, 

so I interviewed participants outside the festival context. Interviews with attendees took 

place via Zoom or in-person at the University of Auckland. Each interview lasted for 

approximately 30-minutes. For the first 20-minutes, I conducted a semi-structured 

interview using broad interview topics provided to participants before the interview. 
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For the final 10-minutes, I employed ‘Personal Meaning Mapping’ (PMM), a novel 

methodology first used in festival studies by Van Winkle and Falk (2015). In line with 

Van Winkle and Falk’s method, participants were given a pen, coloured pencils, and 

an A4 sheet of paper and asked to “write down any ideas, images, words, or thoughts 

that come to mind when you think about your festival experience”. During this time, I 

left the room to prevent my presence from influencing the data. This form of data was 

chosen as a valuable tool for eliciting often unseen forms of meaning and experience. 

In addition, PMM follows recent work in geography scholarship that employs 

innovative artistic data collection methods and other ‘enabling’ techniques (see Dwyer 

& Davies, 2010; Von Benzon et al., 2021). My research thus supports understanding 

of these visual methodologies. An example of PMM from this research is shown in 

Figure 10. 

 

Figure 10  

Example of a Personal Meaning Mapping (PMM) image from this research 

 

As the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic restricted in-person meetings in New 

Zealand from August to December 2021, I could not undertake PMM in its traditional 
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physical format. As a compromise, I asked participants to undertake PMM online using 

a virtual drawing application such as MS Paint. This choice developed a novel form of 

PMM that I refer to as ‘Virtual Personal Meaning Mapping’ (VPMM). Similar to the 

original approach of PMM, participants were asked after 20 minutes to turn off their 

camera and microphone, open a virtual drawing application, and “write down any 

ideas, images, words, or thoughts that come to mind when they think about your 

festival experience”. Again, I turned off my video and microphone during this time. 

After 10 minutes, I asked participants to email through their image (‘map’), which I then 

stored on a secure server. 

Due to the nature of drawing on a digital interface, it is possible to observe several 

differences between traditional-PMM and VPMM forms of the methodology. Examples 

of these differences include using a less user-friendly drawing tool, the ability to use 

‘pre-made’ shapes, and the relative ease of using colour. Nevertheless, these 

differences do not significantly diverge from the principles of PMM, and this virtual 

method retains its spirit and primary purpose: to capture instances not easily orally 

transferred (Van Winkle & Falk, 2015).  

 

4.2.2. Documentary data collection  

Documentary methods are techniques used to categorise, analyse, and evaluate 

physical sources in public and private domains (Payne & Payne, 2004). I collected 

written and visual documentary data related to New Zealand music festivals from 

media articles and marketing material for the 2021-2022 festival season. As marketing 

for festivals often began a year in advance, marketing material was thus sourced from 

January 2020 onwards. I sourced this data from searches on Google, Facebook and 

Instagram, individual festival websites, and library archives.  

 

4.3. Data analysis  

To interpret data collected throughout the previous four stages, I employed a 

qualitative data analysis approach called reflexive thematic analysis, outlined by Braun 

and Clarke (2006). Thematic analysis is an umbrella term for approaches focusing on 

identifying themes or patterns of meaning within a dataset. Braun and Clarke's (2006) 

reflexive orientation is theoretically flexible, and researchers can approach their 
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analysis in different ways. I decided that an inductive approach was suitable for this 

study because data rather than existing ontological concepts directed the purposes of 

the study. An inductive approach applies where the data guides coding and theme 

development (Thomas, 2006). This approach shares a similar ontological orientation 

to the phenomenologically inspired approaches of affect studies where prevailing 

‘essences’ (themes) emerge through a close reading of interview transcripts (see 

Simonsen, 2013; Spinney, 2015). Thematic analysis is an interpretive activity by 

researchers who filter data through the lenses of their position – they “edit and evoke 

participant ‘voices’ but ultimately tell their story about the data” (Braun & Clarke, 

2021b, p. 339). Table 3 shows my steps to apply reflexive thematic analysis in line 

with Braun and Clarke’s approach. 

 

Table 3 

Application of reflexive thematic analysis in this research 

Stage Step Approach 

I 
Familiarisation 

with the data 

Read and re-read data to become familiar with its 

content. 

II Coding 
Generated codes that identified important features of 

the data. Collated codes and extracts for analysis. 

III 

Generating 

initial themes 

 

Examined codes and data to identify broader patterns 

of meaning (potential themes). Collated data relevant to 

each potential theme to review viability. 

IV 

Reviewing 

themes 

 

Potential themes were refined against the dataset. 

V 

Defining and 

naming themes 

 

Named and defined scope and focus of themes. 

VI Writing up Contextualised analysis in relation to existing literature. 

Note: A theme is a common, recurring pattern within a dataset clustered around a 

central organising concept (e.g. emotions). A code captures a single idea associated 

with a segment of data (e.g. anger). Codes are combined to create themes during 

thematic analysis.  
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4.4. Ethical considerations  

Following institutional ethics approval (UAHPEC22463), I gave participants a 

participant information sheet and asked for written consent before the interview. 

Participants were given pseudonyms due to the potentially sensitive nature of 

experiences and to gain organisational approval from festival organisers. Names of 

festivals and other identifiable features were omitted from each participant’s narrative 

to protect participant anonymity due to the small population of festival organisers. I 

assured participants of their right to withdraw from participation, review transcripts, 

and retract information up to two weeks following the interview. Organisations were 

also assured they could withdraw their involvement before interviews occurred and 

that their relationship with participants would not be harmed due to participation or 

non-participation.  

 

4.5. Researcher positionality 

Both fieldwork and interviews are embodied activities and interactions (Coffey, 1999; 

Ortbals & Rincker, 2009). Throughout my interviews, I inherently and often 

unconsciously drew upon my own experience participating in New Zealand festivals 

alongside my role as a researcher (Cummings & Herborn, 2015). In studying music 

festivals, it is crucial to acknowledge my position relative to what Bennett (2003) refers 

to as the ‘insider status’ in the festival community. This acknowledgement is vital 

because positionality heavily influences the context of any phenomenological and 

social experience. I am a white, non-disabled, cisgender male in my early twenties. 

While I cannot claim to be wholly integrated within the festival ‘scene’, I am a regular 

attendee of New Zealand music festivals and have a strong understanding of their 

behavioural and social norms. As music festivals are, with some exceptions (e.g. 

Friesen et al., 2014), predominantly spaces of young, white bodies (Cummings & 

Herborn, 2015), my position is one of an insider, possessing the privileged 

characteristics of a body that ostensibly fits ‘in’ according to demographic norms 

(McConnell et al., 2016). In light of critical discussions regarding intersectionality, race, 

gender, and sexuality within festival studies, researchers should take my research in 

conjunction with related scholarship on the critical politics of the festival and other 

scholars with different positionalities (e.g. Browne, 2011; Hayes, 2010; Robinson, 

2015). 
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As a postgraduate researcher approaching the topic from a theoretical background in 

geography, interviews with each group of participants conjured different positional 

challenges. To many festival organisers, it was clear that my outsider status and age 

were a consideration in establishing rapport. This rapport was influenced by the formal 

recruitment of participants through participant information sheets, consent forms, and 

a pre-written introductory email, as required by institutional ethical approval. This 

academic status was broadly counter to the traditionally informal approach of many 

festival organisers towards interviews. While ethical approval is a necessity, the 

formality of the recruitment process may have proven off-putting to many potential 

interviewees who were initially willing to participate following an email introduction. 

Many festival organisers, for example, also acted as the primary media contact for the 

festival and had to sign multiple documents on behalf of both themselves and the 

festival itself. These factors likely added to the workload and a perceived bureaucratic 

over-burden placed on interviewees, thus influencing non-participation. 

It was particularly challenging to gain access to professional event managers, who 

became increasingly busy during the latter half of 2021 due to the looming summer 

festival season and COVID-related insecurity. As a result, several positional 

challenges became apparent that likely reduced participation. These challenges 

included a decrease in the perceived importance of supporting student-led research 

with an increasing workload, worries about divulging ‘trade secrets’ to academic 

audiences, and a lack of network to ‘snowball’ participants and legitimise my presence 

in the event management scene. 

My postgraduate status likely resulted in an opposite reaction for many festival 

attendees. Our conservations clarified that participants still regarded the interviews, at 

least initially, as formal events in a university setting and were initially less 

conversational than desired. During these interviews, I aimed to ‘informalise’ the 

interview through various actions like mentioning my own experiences at festivals and 

dressing casually. I aimed to encourage an informal and conversational environment 

to hear about incidents that may have otherwise remained silent in a more formal 

setting. On most occasions, I regarded this as a success. My insider status at music 

festivals, accompanied by the relatively small age difference between most attendees 

and myself, contributed to this informal feel. Conversely, my position as an 

‘interviewer’ likely contributed to this formality, considering my relative authority as a 
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postgraduate student (relevant to an undergraduate student) and use of interviewing 

equipment.  

 

4.6. Summary 

My thesis employed a four-stage approach to data collection using a core of social 

constructionist and phenomenological epistemological approaches. First, I undertook 

15 interviews with festival attendees and nine interviews with festival organisers and 

used documentary data analysis to examine marketing material and media articles. 

Second, I employed reflexive thematic analysis to analyse this data. This tripartite 

research approach to data collection, combined with a reflexive and considered 

approach to thematic analysis, enabled comprehensive insights into music festival 

spaces. I present these insights in the following chapters. 
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5 
Chapters 5 and 6 explore six key themes that I argue are critical to examining music 

festival design and how they are productive of particular forms of affect. Chapter 5 

examines how attendees understand music festival space and how music festival 

design influences affect and attendee experience. Chapter 6 examines organisational 

and design decisions and how the intentions and results of these practices shape 

affect. When taken together, the two chapters chart affective experience in actuality 

(Chapter 5) and how festival organisers intend for affect to be experienced (Chapter 

6). Because of the empirical overlap between these two interests, there are often 

strong similarities between these chapters, and thus, future researchers should take 

them as complementary rather than discrete analyses.  

I outline the relationship between the sub-questions of this thesis and these chapters 

in Table 4 below. 

Table 4 

Relationship between sub-questions and chapters in this research 

Sub-question Chapter 

How do decisions around design and 

the configuration of space alter how 

affect is perceived and experienced? 

Chapter 5 

What are the political processes behind 

which festival organisers make design 

decisions? 

Chapter 6 

How do festivals configure physical and 

social spaces to provoke particular 

moods and dispositions? 

Chapters 5 and 6 

 

I begin the chapter in Section 5.1 by introducing the geographic concept of nodes and 

its application to festival scholarship. In this section, I argue that attendees 

conceptualise and experience festival space through key spatiotemporal nodes and 

that affective experience emerges from nodes in relation to one another. Throughout 

Findings I: 

Affective experiences of attendees 
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this section, I chart how festival organisers unconsciously draw upon nodes in 

combination to heighten affect. Section 5.2 examines how attendees perceive affective 

experience through a lens of difference to normative understandings of the world and 

the freedom and lack of consequences accompanying those differences. Using the 

Foucauldian idea of heterotopia (Foucault, 1986), I examine how cultural, social, and 

geographic deviations of presumed normality influence affective experience. In this 

section, I argue that festival organisers actively heighten these differences by 

interacting with the environment around them and the attendees themselves.   

In Section 5.3, I explore how festivals employ community and community difference 

as a component of affective engineering, examining how festival design creates and 

constrains performativity. I argue that this notion of community is an essential 

determinant of affective experience and that festival organisers enhance the 

presentation of community in festival settings.  Finally, I conclude in Section 5.4 by 

summarising the chapter's key points. Throughout the chapter, I link quotes and 

statements from participants to key ideas within the literature.  

The nature of reflexive thematic analysis means that the personal values of the 

researcher and how they understand the empirical material shape the ways through 

which themes have been selected (see Dean et al., 2018). While I have chosen 

themes through deliberation with my supervisors and colleagues, it is essential to note 

that this is only one interpretation of the data. Braun and Clarke (2006) remark that 

researchers are both cultural members and cultural commentators through which a 

story is sculpted and crafted (p. 94). Rather than present an objectively ‘correct’ 

analysis, I would prefer readers to take my analysis as a singular starting point to 

understand festival space, accounting for their own experiences and positionality 

regarding music festivals.  

 

5.1. Nodes and affective experience 

While talking with participants, it became apparent that attendees often conceptualised 

festivals through reference to spatial and temporal sites. Often, attendees mentioned 

these sites in relation to other phenomena of interest, such as sounds or smells. As 

an example, Lucy, a first-time festivalgoer, talked about how the feeling of the bass 

from a nearby stage and the smells associated with a nearby food truck interrupted 



58 

her sleep and enjoyment. To Lucy, the combination of these two affective phenomena 

interacted to result in combinative annoyance beyond the sum of its parts. 

I argue that these references of affect in relation to spatial and temporal sites are 

critical to understanding how attendees experience and curtail festival affect. 

Throughout Section 5.1, I argue that attendees implicitly conceptualise festivals 

through what I refer to as affective nodes. Nodes are a concept within computer 

science that geographers also use to describe points of experience situated within 

wider networks (e.g. Gertler & Levitte, 2005). I argue that attendees conceptualise 

these nodes as the primary producers and diffusers of affective atmosphere at 

festivals. Moreover, I contend that these nodes are situated in relation to one another 

within wider affective atmospheres. Throughout this section, I explore how changes to 

entire networks and other nodes within a network influence affective nodes. I outline 

this theoretical concept in Figure 11 below. 

Figure 11  

Affective nodes and their relationship to atmosphere and experience 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Each node (boxes) affects and is affected by other nodes in a broader network 

(black arrows). These nodes are, in turn, affected and affected by the wider network 

itself (red arrows). 

Attendees conceptualised the music festival in terms of relations and relationships, 

which connect key symbolic spaces like stages or campsites through flows of affect. 

This view supports Kraftl and Adey’s (2008) remarks that particular elements and 

processes act as ‘transistors’ that can hold and channel affect. Attendee Frank 

eloquently noted this affective channelling when stating, “[the] excitement builds as 

you follow the queue of people and get closer to the stage”. Frank associated energy 

Campsite 

Stage 

Overall festival atmosphere 

Food venues 
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and excitement with distance to the stage and the psychological effect of other 

individuals in proximity to the music. Interestingly, other attendees also spoke of the 

importance of proximity between themselves and others to increase excitement. As St 

John (2016) suggests, this observation acknowledges the importance of distance and 

immediacy as a fundamental affective relation between attendees and their 

environment. This point also noted the importance of constricted and constrained 

spaces in producing what attendees referred to as “exciting” forms of affect.  

Attendees often conceptualised these nodes using a size hierarchy. Most attendees 

associated larger or more significant nodes like stages and campsites with greater 

affective power. Usually, attendees referred to these nodes from outside perspectives. 

For example, attendees referred to stages from the perspective of external pathways 

and vistas, reaffirming the importance of connections to the overall nodal network. 

Attendees also referenced the festival itself as a node situated within wider geographic 

and temporal networks, such as the summer season. 

In particular, attendees reported feelings of intense energy and “buzz” that emerged 

from the relationships between nodes. Examples include the physical sensation of 

feeling two separate bass frequencies simultaneously or travelling with the crowd from 

one stage to another. Some nodes, particularly stages, were constructive of this 

affective energy. These nodes positively generated excitement or other positive 

feelings through differences in sound, lights, or design features. However, other 

attendees saw these nodes as destructive of this energy. These nodes, like campsites, 

were seen to separate individuals from the affective excitement of the wider festival 

network. The ceasing of music at 4 am, for example, was seen as something that 

“killed the vibe”. One could theorise this example as a temporal node where affective 

power is reduced by organisational activity and the cessation of particular phenomena 

– in this case, sound.  

Interestingly, attendees also emphasised key nodes when retelling their experiences, 

except when prompted on the overall feeling of the event. To participants, affect was 

predominantly associated with the broader festival rather than conceptualised within 

temporal moments or key spatial sites. As Anderson (2009) remarked, this view would 

suggest that an atmosphere often exceeds the assembling of individual elements. 
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When prompted about their feelings about being at a festival, most attendees spoke 

of how particular sites were productive of “exciting” forms of affect. For example, being 

directly in front of the stage was the locus point for affective energy at festivals for 

attendee Sam. Sam’s New Year's Eve experience was associated with “trying to move 

deeper into the crowd… staying with the energy, and keeping the buzz up”. In this 

example, Sam associates positive affect (the “buzz”) almost magnetically with the 

busyness of the crowd and the heightened emotions running throughout it.  

For others like attendee Amy, this same locus point negatively affected her emotions 

and moods. For Amy, part of her festival experience involved seeking pockets of space 

free from the closely packed crowd and particularly from adverse behaviours of young 

men energised by the space. As attendee Stephen also remarked, these spaces can 

act as “islands within islands” where particular behaviours and emotions are less 

intense and impactful. Sam, Amy, and Stephen’s experiences demonstrate the 

multiplicitous and heterogenous nature of nodes as affective centres. These nodes 

are empowered by phenomena but are simultaneously powerful in altering the 

affective capacity of people around them. This conceptualisation of nodes has 

similarities with the concept of moorings theorised within the mobilities literature, which 

links representations and meanings to key geographic sites (see Cresswell, 2010; 

Hannam et al., 2006).  

As Dilkes-Frayne (2016) has identified, campgrounds can be productive of different 

kinds of affective energy. Throughout interviews, attendees stressed the critical role 

of campsites as a locus point for sociality. Attendees recognised that their experiences 

of community and friendship before and after musical performances often superseded 

the positive emotional experience of the event itself. Often, attendees cited the 

important preparatory role of campsites, where festivalgoers build expectations and 

“get on the right vibe”. Attendee Annelise, for example, explained how she gained a 

strong sense of community through sharing stories and talking about previous nights 

with strangers at her campsite. Annelise described how a group discussion of a 

stranger’s toxicity report created a shared experience that heightened her emotions 

and created excitement for the night. Annelise spoke of how the campsite became a 

“hive of people getting ready, putting on makeup, just generally having a blast before 

the music even started”. In this case, Annelise remarked that the campsite “became 

my favourite place” because she positively associated the campsite with community 
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and friendship. Annelise’s quotes highlight the importance of community as a 

constituent of affect and as a phenomenon with spatial implications. Annelise’s quote 

also raises the point that her positive experience was held within a specific temporal 

relation – in this case, proximity to the start of a festival night. This quote raises the 

importance of relations and proximity to an affective atmosphere. 

At many festivals, these campsites were relatively unpoliced by festival staff, and 

attendees reported a rare sense of calm and “islandness”. However, festival staff and 

security were more overt in patrolling the campsite at other festivals, where this 

affective experience was absent. Attendee Evan, for example, claims that his camping 

experience “was a nightmare, to be honest. Security was just so tight and was looking 

over you like every minute. You couldn’t relax without someone coming over to you 

and checking you weren’t doing something dodgy”. Evan’s quote raises the 

importance of management and organisation in influencing these affective nodes and 

shaping the meaning of particular festival spaces. In this case, the affective process 

produced by this node – feelings of community – is corroded by the overt presence of 

authority.  

Attendees regularly stressed the importance of fourth places to their festival 

experience. Commonly referenced in the urban design literature, fourth places are 

spaces of in-between and placelessness, like thoroughfares and pathways (Simões 

Aelbrecht, 2014). Participants reported feeling influenced by the affective nature of 

nodes while they were in these fourth places. While some participants felt “pulled in” 

by the crowd’s noise and energy, others remarked that this energy could be off-putting, 

particularly in the early hours of the morning. In any case, attendees stressed the 

importance of transitory places as spaces to judge the affective nature of nodes from 

afar. Attendee Alice, for example, remarked feeling “really drawn into the music – you 

can just catch that drift and enjoy that general atmosphere. The lights, the sound, the 

atmosphere really draw you in and make it an immersive experience, even if you’re 

not in the crowd”. Alice’s quote stresses the relationality of affect regarding space and 

intensity. Her comments on the crowd's atmosphere, while not physically inside this 

space, suggest that an affective atmosphere extends beyond the individuals within it 

and effectively becomes imbued within space as a whole. 
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Specific points in time can also function as a node in a festival context. Attendees often 

conceptualised festivals as several discrete temporal events, such as entering, exiting, 

or listening to a particular band. One could theorise, for example, the excitement of 

entering the festival for the first time as a temporal node signifying the ‘becoming’ of a 

festivalgoer. These nodes are themselves productive of forms of affect beyond the 

spatial realm. In the New Zealand context, where December to February is considered 

the festival ‘season’, attendees consider New Year’s Eve as the affective peak of most 

festival experiences occurring at this time. This node is born out of temporality, but 

organisers can also heighten its affective power through environmental features such 

as staging of acts, fireworks, lights, and an enlarged and often emboldened crowd.  

As a singular entity, music festivals can also act as nodes within a time period. When 

attendee James, for example, talked of “the excitement built up throughout the year”, 

James situates the affective resonance of the festival in relation to time. Ideas of time 

as conceptualised through nodes are central to the development of the festival 

experience and when attendees reach an affective zenith. Affect, in effect, is bound 

and emboldened through time in cooperation with space (see Thrift, 2004).  

While traditional approaches to music festivals emphasise their physical boundedness 

and “islandness” (see Quinn & Wilks, 2017), the music festival experience often 

extends beyond these boundaries in both time and space. From buying a ticket and 

the excitement built up in preceding months, the travel to the festival itself, and 

reminiscing on the experience after it is finished, music festival experiences are 

lengthy in nature and influence affective experience on a broad temporal scale. 

Attendee Sam detailed this experience while remarking on her annoyance at pre-

festival traffic issues:  

I always say my experience starts from the time I buy my ticket... I can imagine, 

“I want to get there Friday night, I'm all amped, I'm camping”, but you know I've 

got to set up my tent, get my possie, and I'm getting down into that festival. And 

all of a sudden, I get the most horrendous roadblocks, and it’s a total bummer. 

So, for me, it's as much that experience right from that get-go. 

In Sam’s view, the affect associated with the festival develops in conjunction with 

organisational challenges potentially unrelated to the festival. Sam’s perspective 
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stresses that their festival experience extends beyond the festival boundaries, 

contrasting the concept of islandness used by scholars like Quinn and Wilkes (2017).  

Many music festivals market themselves toward youth audiences. Although many 

significant festivals like WOMAD cater for a broad audience, many of the most well-

known festivals in New Zealand are predominantly attended by teenagers and those 

in their twenties. Attendees often conceptualised many of these youth-focused 

festivals as key temporal nodes within broader experiences of youth. As music 

festivals are sites of sociality and community, difference from everyday norms, 

reunions, and ‘escape’ (see Mair & Weber, 2019), festivals act as critical sites of 

remembrance that symbolise youth.  

To Logan, for example, these memories are often unspoken. Even two years after 

attending Rhythm and Vines (RnV), Logan remarked that he and his best friends could 

simply look at each other and say “RnV” to recall positive memories and thus their 

affective experience. Many older interviewees reminisced on their youth through 

festival experiences, characterised by memorable moments of hedonism or friendship. 

These reminiscing experiences showcase the affective nature of festivals long after 

their conclusion. When prompted about his festival experiences in the 1970s and 

1980s, attendee Ian quickly launched into great detail about his experiences meeting 

a group of folk musicians at the local folk festival, who turned out to become his best 

friends over the next 40 years. In retelling his experiences, Ian clarifies that the 

festival’s anti-quotidian atmospheric conditions created the conditions for this positive 

experience. The festival acts as a key affective node for Ian and other older attendees 

where memories and experiences were born. 

Attendees also conceptualised their festival experience through recognising particular 

symbols, both developed purposely by festival organisers and given meaning by 

attendees themselves. Symbols are given meaning by a collective group, in this case, 

festival attendees. These symbols were often represented, for example, by particular 

forms of dress or behaviour. Attendees perform these symbols to embody their role as 

part of the collective. To attendee Brittany, festivalgoers intend for these performances 

to create a sense of what she calls “squadness”: 

You know – there is like a lot of people heading from Auckland, all of them going 

to the same place. And it's the same reason why, I guess, people dress up to 
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go to a rugby game, right? Why would you dress in your team colours - it's like 

a team, squad, we are a group, you know. People - when they congregate to 

go to a place together - tend to want to use symbols to show that they're 

together. 

Attendees thought that key symbols, like the festival wristband, helped perform this 

group identity – what attendee Ryan jokingly referred to as “the big thing of going 

festivals – getting that wristband” (see Figure 12). On my own visits to festivals, I 

regularly noticed the importance of the wristband outside the festival and the ease that 

conversation could be had based on having this symbol of the festivalgoer collective. 

In this case, my affective experience – the ease through which I was able to have 

conversations and share stories – was affected by the use of these symbols. These 

symbols represent the concepts and ideas surrounding the festival experience and 

thereby represent the festival’s affective power. 

Figure 12 

PMM image noting the symbolic importance of festival wristband 

 

Note: The red arrow notes the festival wristband 

Attendees also reported that topographic elements like hills, rivers, and trees were key 

festival nodes. When symbols were particularly unique for a music festival, participants 

characterised the festival in relation to these symbols. For example, almost all 

participants who went to Rhythm and Vines mentioned the large hill at the back of the 

site as a critical point of affective experience. To these attendees, sitting on this hill 

with friends was often mentioned as a crucially formative moment for their entire 

festival ‘career’. The Personal Meaning Mapping (PMM) map in Figure 13 

demonstrates the importance of these elements. 
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Figure 13 

PMM map displaying the Rhythm and Vines hill as a festival node 

 

In New Zealand, the natural environment is considered a vital component of the 

festival experience and is perhaps more central to music festivals than in other 

countries. An example of this is WOMAD New Plymouth, where attendees often regard 

the picturesque surrounding of its Pukekura Park site as one of the reasons for the 

festival’s success (Reid, 2003). This centrality likely influences the ability for natural 

features to become symbols of the festival and festival identity and thus become 

formative sites for affective experiences.  

In Section 5.1, I have argued that festival space is conceptualised and experienced 

through spatial and temporal nodes. Throughout this section, I have argued that 

festival affect is temporally and spatially uneven and influenced by a heterogenous 

and dynamic network of nodes between which affect flows. I conceptualised that these 

nodes can be productive or destructive of particular forms of affect. Furthermore, I 

have argued that individuals are affected differently depending on their prior 

experiences and understandings of space and time.  
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5.2. Difference, consequences, and escape 

Attendees often conceptualise music festivals as spaces of difference where people 

go to escape and ostensibly enhance their everyday lives (see Kearns, 2014). In 

Section 5.2, I examine how attendees view affective experience through differences 

in normative understandings of the world and the freedom and lack of consequences 

accompanying those differences. I argue that organisers actively heighten these 

differences by interacting with the environment around themselves and attendees. 

Consequently, I examine how affect emerges as a product of difference, being 

experiences held in relation and tension to other experiences. I begin by discussing 

Foucault’s concept of heterotopia (Foucault, 1986) and how cultural, social, and 

geographic deviations influence presumed normality. Thereafter, I discuss how 

attendee behaviour links with affective experience concerning freedom and difference. 

I conclude by examining the liminal nature and constraints of the heterotopic concept 

for use in festival studies.  

 

5.2.1. Heterotopia and difference 

Foucault’s idea of heterotopia conceptualises spaces that are somehow ‘other’, have 

layers of meaning, and approximate utopian settings (Foucault, 1986). Throughout his 

work, Foucault remarked that, by nature, heterotopic spaces are not free from power 

relations and the influence of authoritarian and power-laden practices despite being 

presented as such (Foucault, 1986). While Foucault’s use of heterotopia as a concept 

is helpful for understanding differences between different spaces, its use may be 

limited in a festival context. Foucault’s view of the heterotopia concept understands 

geographic space as clearly divided between heterotopic and non-heterotopic arenas. 

However, festivals are liminal spaces, where strict boundaries between festivals and 

‘everyday spaces’ are blurred and opaque.  

Music festival environments extend beyond both temporal and spatial boundaries. 

Spatially, festival attendees travel outside the festival boundaries to visit surrounding 

towns and beaches, often rapidly outnumbering residents. Temporally, festival 

attendees prepare for events days or even weeks before. For example, festivalgoers 

often adopt the meanings and representations of a festival while on the journey to the 

event itself through behavioural performances. An example of this is the infamous 
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‘Road to Rhythm’, the experience of travelling to Gisborne’s Rhythm and Vines, where 

attendees will often dress up and write slogans on their cars. Figure 14 shows two 

examples of these slogans used by attendees to identify themselves as part of a 

festival-going collective. 

Figure 14 

Slogans on vehicles as part of the 'Road to Rhythm’ for the 2020 Rhythm and Vines 

Festival 

 

From Photos from Rhythm and Vines ’20 by C. Maclennan, 2020.  

Figure 14 highlights that while attendees are not physically inside a heterotopia, they 

are still affected by it. Accordingly, while the heterotopia concept can help people 

understand the affective power of difference in different geographic spaces, it has 

limitations in understanding when and where these affective differences arise. 

Consequently, I propose that instead of conceptualising a heterotopia as spaces that 

are strictly defined and bounded, researchers view heterotopia as processes where 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 
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affective power gradually diffuses over time or space. Figure 15 illustrates this idea 

below. 

Figure 15 

Current and proposed conceptualisation of heterotopia 

 

 

 

 

 

5.2.1. Affective difference and deviations from normality 

Foucault’s view on the power-laden practices within heterotopia can be examined 

through the themed musical stages of WOMAD (Reid, 2003). WOMAD is a festival 

that seeks to introduce audiences to new cultures, genres, and ways of living. 

Accordingly, WOMAD aims to create diverse and divergent spaces which expose 

attendees to new experiences from different societies. WOMAD’s stages are often 

themed by a particular world music style, aiming to promote a globalised and 

international vision of the world where diverse cultures are appreciated (Reid, 2003). 

WOMAD’s website explicitly outlines this aim, stating: 

As an organisation, WOMAD now works in many different ways, but our aims 

are always the same - at festivals, performance events, through recorded 

releases and through educational projects, we aim to excite, to inform, and to 

create awareness of the worth and potential of a multicultural society (WOMAD, 

2022). 

Because these stages are themed and programmed by festival organisers, these 

stages are not value-free but filtered through the social and cultural lenses of particular 

actors interested in promoting a specific view of the world. In this case, festival 

organisers hold power in promoting and diffusing an understanding of society and what 

it could be – in this case, valuing a multicultural society. This point highlights that 

affective differences, in terms of musical genre and sociocultural understanding, can 

Current 

Proposed 

Non heterotopia Festival Everyday space Heterotopia 

Festival Everyday space Gradual increase in heterotopic processes  



69 

be encouraged and developed in a festival setting by festival organisers structuring 

and organising space in particular ways.  

For organisers, developing a festival where freedom from everyday norms is 

encouraged involves setting up safety infrastructure which manages conflict. Several 

attendees reported that safety was often a significant consideration for how attendees 

conceptualised freedom and difference. For example, attendees were often concerned 

that their ability to experiment with different dress codes was often limited by safety 

infrastructure around them and if they were sufficiently protected if conflict emerged.  

Attendees also noted that the consequences of feelings of freedom often resulted in 

negative behaviour from others and a perceived lack of safety, particularly at night. 

Notably, these attendees reported feeling less safe in the middle of the large, 

darkened, anonymous crowd.  To Marge, this experience was common as “people feel 

more hidden in the dark and feel more comfortable getting away with stuff”. Marge’s 

quote emphasises the relationship between the affective qualities of light (and 

darkness) and the comfortableness and freedom provided to attendees (see Edensor 

& Sumartajo, 2015).  

Ben concurred with this point, stating that “beyond a certain amount of people and 

after a certain time, people just lose all sense of responsibility”. These comments 

suggest that a combination of elements and processes, in this case, darkness, crowds, 

and anonymity, heighten negative affective experiences. Moreover, these quotes 

reaffirm Edensor & Sumartojo’s (2018) view on the affective qualities of light, where 

the relationship between light and affect is associated with varying degrees of authority 

and power. Attendees noted that the ability of festival organisers to “lighten the area” 

played a significant role in how affective feelings of freedom from consequence’ 

emerged. In this example, the actions of festival organisers (the ability to lighten or 

darken an area) directly influence the affective atmosphere of the crowd and, thereby, 

the behaviours of attendees.  

In contrast, several participants explained how these feelings of difference made it 

easier to form friendships and community with like-minded others. For attendees, this 

made them feel safer as they felt surrounded by people they could trust. Participants 

recognised that festival organisers had developed ways to find like-minded 
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communities, such as informal get-togethers, meet-and-greets, yoga sessions, and 

music jam sessions. Attendee Mary provided an example of an interaction with one 

attendee who thought she was going through a bad drug experience: 

I was looking for my water bottle at Mardi Gras and came across this friend I 

met at one of the festival's wellness sessions. I was fine at the time, but they 

thought that I might have been having a bad trip or something. So they noticed 

me, and they were like, "Oh, it's okay, you know, like I've done that too in the 

past, and there's some things that you worry about, but you know it's going to 

be okay”. That really meant a lot to me and made me feel so supported when I 

hadn’t felt that safe before that. 

Mary’s anecdote raises the importance of community and group identity to the 

festival's overall ‘utopian’ feeling but notes that her experience would not have 

happened without opportunities put in place by festival organisers. While Mary 

indicated that the general atmosphere “didn’t feel that safe”, she outlines an example 

of how the provision of community events can influence affective atmospheric 

conditions. Of course, the provision of this community infrastructure depends on the 

particular context. For example, festivals that focus less on musical performance and 

more on community, such as the Auckland Folk Festival, may provide more 

opportunities for community formation and meeting people through informal jam 

sessions or instrument workshops.  

Attendees also reported how the provision or lack of safety infrastructure was 

conducive to negative behaviour from attendees. Attendees and organisers stated that 

beyond a particular number of attendees, as one attendee put it, “anonymous enough 

in the crowd to act kinda stupid” if they thought there was not sufficient festival staff 

around to stop them. To organiser Harry, this resulted from a particular number of 

attendees:  

What I have seen, and what I feel, is around about 7 to 800 people - above that, 

people blend into the crowd and the amount of trash increases, and people take 

less responsibility for themselves. When people blend into the crowd, they take 

less responsibility for their actions. 



71 

Several attendees backed this view and frequently stressed the impact of negative 

behaviour and a resulting lack of consequences if there is not enough festival staff. To 

attendee Jen, this feeling of freedom and the lack of consequences led to a negative 

experience in a festival mosh pit. 

We went into the mosh, and there were a few boys who were grabbing us girls, 

and the boys we were with were telling them to back off. They nearly started a 

fight, and it was like, "okay, that was a little bit much - what are you doing? It's 

the middle of the day". And people just being so pushy - there were a lot of the 

like people going out and then or crashing in. And at night, you couldn't be 

alone. Like I was standing waiting for my friends to like come out of the VIP 

camp, and this boy came up and - I was standing not even doing anything - and 

he like shoved me. So it was just like – I felt so unsafe and like just quite panicky. 

Like you couldn't relax because you constantly had to watch out for people. It’s 

like people don’t care about how they act anymore, and there is no one around 

to stop it.  

Jen’s quote stresses that the festival's atmosphere was associated with attendees 

feeling like they could, as attendee Brian stated, “get away with more stuff”. In this 

case, the ability of festival organisers to control attendees' behaviour also shapes their 

affective experience. 

While most attendees stated they felt “freer”, some also noted that they felt constrained 

and “trapped” at music festivals. In these examples, attendees reported that when 

festivals were held in rural locations with poor transport options to external locations, 

had a relative lack of programming, or lacked events to keep attendees occupied 

during the daytime, attendees felt limited in what they could and where they could go. 

Attendee Yuri cogently noted this view, stating, “you're feeling s*** while you're 

trapped, and then it's just like two hours to get into this tiny ass town where there isn't 

much to do anyway”. In addition, Yuri reported that the event's atmosphere “was just 

dead – everyone was just sitting around doing nothing. It was like any energy was just 

sucked away”. Yuri’s view states that the organisation and programming of festivals 

are affectively crucial in ensuring that feelings of difference are maintained and that 

attendees are busy enough to, as one organiser put it, “forget the real world”. At other 

events with busier or more engaging programming, attendees reported feeling “in a 
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bubble” and forgetting the outside world.  

To some attendees, the sometimes-factionalised nature of others at some music 

festivals also resulted in social constraints on what areas and gatherings were 

considered off-limits. While attending a folk music festival where attendees also 

perform in informal jam gatherings, attendee John noted the somewhat restrictive 

nature of many such groups, remarking that “[the attendees] are welcoming but also 

off-putting… I have the feeling you would have to be an extraordinarily good musician 

just to even listen. There are factions within the community, but not overt hostility, you 

know”. John described the importance of spaces being “very select”, particularly 

among long-running festival communities used to particular ideas of their festival 

community. In this case, John notes how many long-running communities may seek 

to maintain long-running boundaries between themselves and others. 

Interestingly, John highlighted that these constraints were implemented naturally 

without any organisational structure or influence from organisers. This view would 

suggest that attendees can also hold implicit power to limit what freedom is and what 

it represents in festival space. This perspective compliments other festivals like 

Nevada’s Burning Man, where, in the absence of organisational infrastructure, 

attendees will actively create informal rules to guide behaviour and decision-making 

(see Robinson, 2015).  

Perhaps the most evident of these constraints is the patrolled and bounded nature of 

the festival gates, restricting what attendees may bring in. The festival gates subject 

attendees to strictly controlled sources of food, drinks, and other commodities, 

effectively limiting the influence of outside economic practices. Security may also 

define what behaviour and clothes are deemed acceptable, with identity and 

performances determined by what festival organisers deem appropriate for that 

festival and thus requiring conformity (to some degree) to everyday power relations. 

Security may also patrol the festival itself, paying close attention to behaviours at odds 

with appropriate attendee performance and maintaining a veneer of authority and 

order necessary for safety purposes. These examples indicate that power, control and 

everyday influence are conducive to the affective engineering of music festivals and 

heterotopia. A simple conceptualisation of festivals as ‘free’ spaces is mainly 

reductive.  
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Participants noted that the feeling that there was a lack of consequences for their 

actions was due to anonymity or consumption of alcohol or recreational drugs. This 

view reinforces previous environmental psychology research that shows that 

anonymity increases behaviours that are considered antisocial, such as violence or 

disorderliness (e.g. Ellison et al., 1995). Interestingly, and contrasting other 

respondents, some attendees reported that the overt presence of festival staff and 

security may have heightened their feelings that there were no consequences for their 

actions. This perspective could be called an authoritative safety net.  In the view of 

one attendee taking recreational drugs, the overt presence of police, medical staff, or 

security made them think they would be cared for in the case of an emergency. This 

attendee believed that because everyone else was engaged in recreational drug use, 

they would see no consequences for their actions. Accordingly, these participants 

engaged in behaviours more likely to cause these experiences because they felt safe 

if anything wrong happened to them 

Attendee Richard described how his experience of mistakenly taking bath salts was 

affected by this authoritative safety net: 

I set aside all this time, this festival time to take all this MDMA. There was just 

this feeling that because you were at a festival, you’d be OK, and you’d be taken 

care of if anything bad happened. And of course, it ended up being bath salts, 

so everyone had a s*** time, and festival staff were seemingly everywhere 

trying to help people out. 

In this example, the provision of festival staff directly influenced Richard’s feelings of 

freedom resulting in recreational drug use. This view highlights the paradoxical 

relationship between security and affect, as security may dissuade or encourage 

attendees to engage in particular behaviours depending on the context. 

Recreational drug use is stereotypically associated with many (particularly youth-

focused) music festivals and adds considerably to participants’ experiences of 

difference from everyday life. Attendees offered unprompted accounts of the 

significance of drug use and their contribution to feelings of difference and freedom. 

Many participants reported that festivals were where their first drug experience 

occurred and spoke positively of the communal atmosphere that enhanced their 
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experience. Several attendees stated that they took recreational drugs at festivals 

because, as one attendee said, “everyone else is doing it, it’s so easy to sneak in, and 

no one is stopping you from doing it”.  

As an example, attendee Alice remarked:  

I guess a lot of drug users look for what you could classify as a safe space. 

They look for who else [is] around them that are also, you know, indulging in 

the same manner that they are. The more of them they are, the safer the space 

sort of feels. Now there was, I remember that first year and even the second 

year we were [at the music festival], there was very little warning to say don't 

do it. So collectively, a lot of people were indulging, so in that manner, it became 

a very big safe space. You know, you could rely on strangers, and strangers 

would ask you for help (sic), and there were a lot of people supporting each 

other in that sort of indulgence. It was just a very big safe space, I guess. 

In this anecdote, feelings of community and safety reinforced a positive affective 

experience. These feelings promoted further feelings of difference in a situation where, 

in everyday life, these safety nets may not exist. In this sense, Alice remarks that music 

festivals provide “an infrastructure for partying” where attendees can engage in these 

experiences in a safe space. 

Conversely, many participants reported that bad drug experiences often occurred 

despite the provision of festival staff, highlighting the potentially fatal consequences of 

this affective difference. Many attendees commented on the negative experiences of 

the 2020 summer festival season, where nearly 40% of what attendees assumed was 

Methylenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA) was actually synthetic cathinones (bath 

salts) (Shui, 2021). Attendee Perry noted the negative affective implications of these 

experiences on the atmosphere of the event, remarking: 

People were not as happy. Personally, I knew a lot of people weren't as happy 

because they weren't on what they thought they were on - you know, 

everywhere you would look, there’d be somebody overdosing, and that would 

make you quite frightened, especially with the ambulance sirens going off. It 

was just like a little bit of an overload. 

After reports of one individual dying from substance-related concerns at Rhythm and 
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Vines (Kronast, 2021), one attendee commented that “[It] permeated the entire event 

- everyone knew about it, everyone was talking about it, and it felt really wrong in a 

sense - just the whole environment was so off”. In this comment, this attendee 

described how real-world consequences can rapidly disrupt and disentangle the 

feelings of otherworldliness and utopia associated with festival atmospheres. This view 

highlights the often-weak relations between different affective elements and how small 

changes can rupture and remake new affective ties within a broader assemblage. 

These comments also suggest the relative weakness of the affective boundaries 

surrounding music festivals and support Foucault’s comments that quotidian 

influences are ever-present within heterotopias. Moreover, these comments can be 

directly linked to festival design and organisation – in this case, a lack of sufficient 

testing equipment or reluctance of attendees to engage with it, security failing to find 

and confiscate recreational drugs, and an attendee culture of drug use that festival 

organisers had neglected to address or ignored.  

In Section 5.2, I have outlined how feelings of difference, freedom, and a lack of 

consequences can conceptualise music festivals. By developing a particular 

conception of space, organisers create an approximation of utopia influenced by 

everyday power relations and authority. This heterotopic space has the façade of 

freedom of psychological difference, but, as participant anecdotes observe, this is a 

space in which freedom is developed and curtailed through affective and atmospheric 

engineering. Throughout this section, I critique Foucault’s concept of heterotopia as 

used within festival studies and propose a new conceptualisation of heterotopia as a 

process. This theme raises the importance of design to heterotopia's social and 

cultural ideals and acts as an example to showcase how heterotopia can be developed 

and maintained through influencing atmosphere and shaping affect.  

 

5.3. Community and performativity 

Feelings of community characterise, develop, and heighten music festival experiences 

(see Getz, 2010). Affective experience is developed and shaped through a 

performance of community and how these performative relations interact with 

environmental surroundings. In Section 5.3, I explore how festivals employ community 

and community difference as affective engineering, examining how festival design 

creates and constrains performativity. I argue that this notion of community is an 
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essential determinant of affective experience and that festival organisers enhance 

community for atmospheric benefit. In doing so, I explore the development of 

performativity and community in relation to the affective power of festival design. I 

begin by outlining what a festival community is and what it represents before exploring 

how and why the creation of a festival community is beneficial and harmful to 

organisers' work in establishing a positive affective experience. In doing so, I draw 

upon the nature of festival communities and how they might represent and perform 

microcosmic representations of the outside world.  

A community can develop in different ways and at different scales at music festivals. 

For example, a community can develop within small groups of people, in larger 

crowds, within campgrounds, or as a regional or nationwide collective of festivalgoers. 

Notably, attendees conform to cognitive and behavioural norms based on their 

relations to different communities and how these communities interact (see Dilkes-

Frayne, 2016; Robinson, 2015).  

Festival organisers can also capitalise on already formed communities and develop 

and enhance communities to create better experiences for attendees (see Jaeger & 

Mykletun, 2013). Examples of this include creating festivals specifically for already 

pre-existing communities, like the Drum and Bass festivals Area 51, or creating 

themed areas within already existing festivals, such as the ethnic and nation-based 

‘zones’ of Auckland’s Pasifika Festival (see Figure 16) (Friesen et al., 2014). These 

spaces offer opportunities for festivalgoers to connect with like-minded individuals (see 

Robinson, 2015).  These opportunities can theoretically create a more effective 

festival-going experience to convince attendees to return to the festival in subsequent 

years. In these examples, festival communities are directly linked with the consumptive 

practices of attendees and the affective engineering that festival organisers employ to 

achieve financial or creative goals.  
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Figure 16 

2019 Pasifika Festival site map  

 

Note: The Pasifika Festival is not strictly a music festival, but music is an overarching 

theme of the event. Each orange square notes a different nation-based ‘zone’, 

employing cultural themes specific to a particular country. From Pasifika Festival 2019 

Map by Auckland Unlimited, 2019 (https://www.aucklandnz.com/media/5729). 

Festival organisers can help initiate or heighten feelings of community on a range of 

scales. In a festival setting, a sense of community is often initially developed through 

immediate connections with friends and reunions with old acquaintances. This idea is 

evident in the statements of one older attendee, who remarked, “There's one thing that 

hasn't changed, and that's the friendships, the connections with people, the 

reconnections, and the new connections that you make”. Attendees noted the 

importance of meeting people they knew at the event. Several attendees remarked 

that when festivals provided enough spaces for “milling around”, meeting known 

people and having more positive experiences became easier. These attendees also 

stressed the difficulties of festivals held, as attendee John put it, in “these tiny a** 

rooms where you can’t see or meet anyone you know”. John later remarked that this 

lack of ability to find people he knew restricted his ability to enjoy the festival and made 

him less likely to return to the event next year.  

These communities are prominent among specific subgenres like Drum and Bass, 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

https://www.aucklandnz.com/media/5729
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where attendees know what to experience and bring these affective expectations to 

an event. As attendee Joe stated:  

I like going to these gigs because there is a good community presence, I 

suppose, like you're going, and you know you're going to enjoy yourself. There 

are people who - if you enjoy the music - there are people who you know are 

going to enjoy it with you. 

A stronger sense of community is beneficial for festival organisers. Research has 

shown that attendees with a strong sense of community are more likely to take 

responsibility for their actions (see Jaeger & Mykletun, 2013). For example, attendees 

have noted the importance of “mosh etiquette" at many heavy metal festivals (see Fry, 

2021), where festivalgoers take care of each other while in the crowd. Accordingly, it 

is beneficial for festival organisers to influence (or engineer) a sense of community for 

an affective atmosphere that will reduce adverse crowd behaviour, increase feelings 

of responsibility, and make festival logistics run more smoothly.  

According to organiser George, creating a sense of community is also necessary to 

prevent feelings of boredom and to encourage a sense of affective busy-ness: 

I take a step back and look at it from a perspective of ‘okay, if none of these 

people was here, if I was here on my own or I was here just with my partner, 

and we were just here to enjoy the festival, what would I have felt about the 

festival?’ Is there a severe lack of anything happening when there isn’t anything 

on the stage? You need this sense of community to keep it lively. 

Indeed, many attendees remarked that informal settings in-between festival 

performances and where festival-goer communities are expected to generate their 

own festivity often resulted in more powerfully affective events. Usually, this was 

associated with boredom in the absence of specific acts or excitement when groups 

met each other. For example, attendee Yuri stated that “things can get messy when 

people are bored”, telling the story of a group who accidentally broke their tents while 

jumping on them out of boredom. Yuri noted the importance of festival attendees 

having access to regular and varied performances or workshops to avoid “messy” 

situations. 
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Despite the importance of festival community, a focus on the universality of attendees 

as a single group has the potential to mask social and affective differences in terms of 

ethnicity, gender, or sexuality. For example, multiple attendees noted the negative 

aspects of being a young woman at a music festival, recognising that the sheer number 

of attendees can mask community responsibility, anonymise individuals, and lead to 

unwanted behaviour from men. As attendee Rachel remarked, “Being a small group 

of girls, you get targeted a bit by the male species. Lots of boys were just grabbing us 

girls”. Khawaja (2017) has commented on the relative racial homogeneity of music 

festivals and the lack of people of colour (POC) as both attendees and performers. 

Similarly, in New Zealand, the festival Bay Dreams has been criticised for its lack of 

female acts, reflecting the normalised masculine image of the music festival performer 

(Barton, 2020). Accordingly, attempting to form a festival community may disguise the 

negative experiences of marginalised people or groups. 

Contrasting the structural endeavours of creating community, attendees noted that 

affect could also naturally arise without organiser intervention. Attendee Harry 

emphasised this view, explaining that “there's like a natural [emphasis added] energy 

between you and your friends”. Central to this phenomenon is that groups share a 

sense of affective energy and excitement that enhances each other’s experience. 

Attendee Glen commented that this affective energy arises before the event, stating, 

“everyone is all nice and friendly and there to make friends. That kind of added to the 

paradise because everyone wanted to socialise with each other”. Glen shared an 

anecdote of him exchanging a vape for alcohol with another festivalgoer, an economic 

trade he claimed facilitated a sense of friendship with this person and continues years 

later. Glen argued that this experience of friendship arose from shared expectations 

over what the festival experience would entail and, accordingly, shared affective 

energy. This view contrasts with other attendees who remarked on the structural 

nature of community formation, indicating the multifaceted and heterogeneous nature 

of affect in terms of community development and formation. 

At many festivals, reuniting with friends and other acquaintances was an essential 

element of the festival experience (see Getz, 2010). These reunions were often 

unplanned but predicated on central festival locations such as food vendors. 

Attendees stressed the importance of a large central space where, as one attendee 

noted, “people just automatically know where to go to meet people”. This view 
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indicates the importance of spatial design to reunions and sociality at music festivals. 

Attendee Harry recognised this view, stating that: 

I did bump into a lot of people, like from different friend groups and friends who 

I hadn't seen in a couple of years or so. You find everyone in particular spots 

around festivals that you know, like the drinking fountains or the food vendors, 

and you just happen to find them. It's - statistically, it shouldn't happen, but you 

do. There’s these spots where everyone just goes and hangs out, knowing 

there will be people you know around. 

Attendee Jack also remarked on the importance of reunions to his ticket purchase, 

stating: 

I guess it's more like because it's a big community and I know a lot of people in 

the community, I know I'm going to see people I know. That’s why I go to so 

many festivals. 

Organisers can develop community through shared messaging before and during the 

event, alongside design elements. An example of this shared messaging includes 

marketing tools like Instagram alongside art installations or performance areas at 

Rhythm and Vines. A large sign at a visible and picturesque location offers a 

recognisable opportunity for photo taking, and most attendees will take photos at this 

installation to show they have been at the festival (see Figure 17). During the festival 

season, large numbers of people can see who is or is not ‘in’ the shared community 

of those at the festival through social media posts. As the PMM image in Figure 18 

shows, attendees often remember these shared symbols the most. These symbols 

are essential for community formation, as shared engagement on social media 

provides necessary natural ways to symbolise a shared festival experience and thus 

advertise the festival.  
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Figure 17  

Festivalgoers taking photos with the 2017 Rhythm and Vines Festival sign  

 

From Police raise Rhythm and Vines security concerns, by L. Clayton, 2017, Gisborne 

Herald (https://www.gisborneherald.co.nz/local-news/20171109/police-raise-rhythm-

and-vines-security-concerns/). 

Figure 18 

PMM image noting the importance of taking photos with key symbols 

 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

https://www.gisborneherald.co.nz/local-news/20171109/police-raise-rhythm-and-vines-security-concerns/
https://www.gisborneherald.co.nz/local-news/20171109/police-raise-rhythm-and-vines-security-concerns/
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Figure 18 identifies that branding is central for community displays. Establishing a 

clear set of symbols throughout the festival helps relate festivalgoers to a particular 

group (see Robinson, 2015). Of course, organisers cannot force the emergence of this 

singular identity. Still, organisers can go about providing the structural conditions 

through which this identity is heightened and enhanced through symbolic displays of 

community, as the Rhythm and Vines sign shows. 

By developing feelings of community and affirming communities already in place, 

organisers can usefully decentralise the responsibility for developing affective 

atmospheres. While organisers claimed little structural effort to create or heighten 

feelings of community throughout interviews, it is clear that much of the creative work 

involving festival organisation involves a relationship between attendees and broader 

groups. This broader group is usually a general festivalgoer population specific to 

individual festivals. Organisers can also curtail community affect by using 

infrastructure to curtail behaviours, like a Drum and Bass crowd's ‘moshing’ practices. 

Developers will specifically put in safety measures like observant security, specific 

safety messages, and crowd barriers to sever the affective links between particular 

community members and break up dangerous behaviour. This idea demonstrates that 

ideas of community and affective experience developed from these communities are 

inherently subject to the influence of design and organiser power.  

Considering the affective differences between music festivals and other events, 

festival communities are, paradoxically, both groups of inclusion but also exclusion in 

terms of opposing quotidian forms of experience. Attendees and outsiders often 

construct music festivals and festivalgoers as a particular community of people with 

different thought processes, expectations, and behaviours from ostensibly ‘normal’ 

places (see Gibson & Connell, 2012). Moreover, these communities are treated as 

such in politics, media, and the public realm (see Robinson, 2015). Festivalgoers 

specifically seek this inclusion but temporarily present themselves as an othered 

community, thus symbolising themselves as an alternative group opposing everyday 

social norms. Accordingly, the festival's affective atmosphere arises due to 

exclusionary and inclusionary processes. In this concept, community processes are 

positive for festivalgoers' experiences. Nevertheless, one could critique this concept 

for failing to account for the negativity of racial, class-based, or gendered exclusion, 

among others. 
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In Section 5.3, I argue that festivals develop and exploit notions of community for 

affective gain. While music festivals are inherently spatial and temporal sites where 

communities are brought together, music festival organisers influence and create 

spaces for community formation to create better experiences. Through effective 

marketing, expectation building and the implicit spatial design of the festival site, music 

festival organisers can create spaces for community interaction. Despite the use of 

‘exploit’, this relationship is not malicious but seeks to serve the nature of how 

community and affective experience are intertwined. I argue that attendees effectively 

promote this goal by linking community and notions of reunion with the music festival 

and thereby tie the festival to financial and cultural relations. This concept links affect 

with the organisational practices and processes of festival design and further 

exemplifies how affect is both delicately controlled and naturally occurring. In this 

sense, the atmosphere is enhanced and shaped by community and how it arises. 

 

5.4. Summary 

Chapter 5 examined how attendees understand music festival space and how music 

festival design influences their experience. I began in Section 5.1 by introducing the 

geographic concept of nodes and how festival studies may apply this concept in the 

future. This section argued that attendees conceptualise and experience through 

spatiotemporal nodes. Subsequently, I argued that affective experience emerges from 

nodes acting in relation to one another and charted how festival organisers 

unconsciously draw upon nodes in combination to heighten affect. Section 5.2 

examined how attendees conceptualise affective experience through differences in 

normative understandings of the world and the lack of consequences accompanying 

them. I discussed how deviations from presumed normality influenced affective 

experience throughout this section and showed how festival organisers actively 

heightened these differences.  

In Section 5.3, I explored how festivals employ notions of community and community 

difference, including how festival design creates and constrains performativity. I 

argued that this notion of community is an essential determinant of affective 

experience and that festival organisers enhance the performance of a community. 

Overall, Chapter 5 argued that festival organisers shape and influence attendee 

experiences to control how attendees affect, and are affected by, music festivals. 
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6 
Chapter 6 examines the managerial and design decisions of festival organisers and 

how the intentions and results of these practices shape affect. I begin in Section 6.1 

by arguing that festival atmospheres are assemblages co-created between festival 

attendees, organisers, and other non-human elements. Then, using assemblage 

theory (see Baker & McGuirk, 2017), I examine how festival organisers influence the 

affective characteristics of the festival assemblage and conceptualise how it changes 

throughout time and space. I continue in Section 6.2 by discussing the relative 

informality of festival management and organisation in New Zealand. In this section, I 

argue that festival atmospheres are partially born out of constraints in the 

organisational process. In this section, I also investigate how informal and implicit 

recognition of the affective power of festival design is incorporated into management 

practices. In Section 6.3, I outline the importance of social constructions and images 

to music festivals. In this section, I assess how music festivals are as much about the 

practice of image-making and image-producing as it is about musical performances. 

Finally, I conclude in 6.4 with a summary of the themes covered in the chapter.  

 

6.1. Festival atmosphere as a co-created assemblage  

When conceptualising the development of a festival atmosphere, the festival studies 

literature often theorises festivals as phenomena singularly influenced by organisers 

or attendees (see Getz, 2010). Instead, I use the concept of assemblage thinking, a 

non-representational theory, to argue that festival atmospheres are co-created 

entanglements of organisers, attendees, non-human elements, ideas, and relations 

(see Baker & McGuirk, 2017). To Li (2007), assemblages are gatherings of 

phenomena that affect one another, continuously being made and remade in relational 

proximities between and within elements (see Wise, 2005). Using Li’s definition of 

assemblage theory, I conceptualise festival atmospheres as entanglements of 

emergent heterogeneous elements and processes within and across space, 

developing in relation to other assemblages. The following section outlines how 

researchers might conceptualise music festivals using assemblage theory.  

Findings II: 

Affective work of festival organisers 
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Assemblage thinking helps to reveal the often unseen and unconsidered processes 

that influence an atmosphere. One such process is the perspective that things are well 

organised when, in reality, they are not. As one organiser stated, this idea can be 

called the “duck-paddling effect”, where attendees cannot see any organisational 

failures and organisers can maintain a façade of smoothness and of being in control. 

While attendees reported not noticing banal organisational elements like efficient 

queuing or cleaning, most participants referred to this hidden infrastructure as crucial 

for developing a positive atmosphere.  

Interestingly, attendees reported that when these moments of “messiness” were 

revealed, the utopian façade of the festival was temporarily removed and replaced 

with reminders of quotidian and everyday processes. This idea concurs with the 

heterotopia concept, where maintaining the power structures that support perceived 

difference is considered a critical act of any authoritative figure. Moreover, this process 

is double-sided in that the duck paddling effect must be transmitted (by organisers) 

and received (by attendees). This example highlights that festival processes are 

related to others in the festival assemblage and are linked to other ostensibly unrelated 

stimuli. 

Another essential element of this assemblage is the entranceway, a space often 

unconsidered but critical for establishing attendee expectations. Both organisers and 

attendees regarded the entranceway, particularly the organisational ease with which 

attendees flow through the gates, as essential in establishing the overall festival 

atmosphere. For organiser Harry, the festival “is made or broken with the organisation 

of the entranceway – queuing and stuff like that is so important for people to have a 

good time”. Nevertheless, attendees noted the importance of aesthetics and creativity 

to festival otherworldliness. Several attendees claimed that theming of the entrance, 

alongside hiding organisational infrastructure, was integral to creating the utopian and 

escapist nature of the festival experience. Attendee Jess exemplifies this view, who 

remarked that “your queuing has got to feel like it isn’t a queue – it’s got to feel like it’s 

the pre-game for the event”. This quote highlights that the festival atmosphere is 

developed outside the festival space, both temporally and spatially, and that 

assemblages are created in relation to organisational practices.  



86 

Central to the development of a festival assemblage is the construction of 

expectations. Attendees experience festivals in relation to previous experiences and 

the festival’s image before the event. Attendees enter festivals with pre-existing 

expectations of the festival assemblage that are shaped, altered, or reconstructed 

through their experiences within the festival itself. While assemblages are constantly 

evolving, developing positive expectations (that do not overhype the event) is essential 

to creating a positive festival atmosphere. Developing a festival atmosphere is thus a 

co-constitutive process of expectation building between attendees and organisers. 

Organisers spoke of the “work” that begins months before the event in terms of building 

expectations, arguing that festivals are a process. Organiser Evan stated that this 

expectation building “is only the end of a very long journey” that begins before and 

ends long after the event. Organisers must aim to construct an image of what a festival 

may represent to build the conditions which attendees will experience. In this sense, 

festivals exist immaterially long before their physical configuration and are influenced 

socially and culturally during organisational planning. This view concurs with 

contemporary conceptualisations of assemblage theory, which notes that 

assemblages are fleeting and dynamic (see Baker & McGuirk, 2017; Li, 2017). 

One common theme spoken by organisers was the relations between bodies, 

particularly in the ‘mosh pit’, an area of the crowd directly in front of the stage which is 

particularly crowded. Organisers reported that the state of the mosh pit was important 

for determining the crowd's energy and thus conveying atmosphere. For many 

attendees, this was an area of “intense invasion of space” and provided opportunities 

for “riling up”. Multiple attendees also reported other attendees trying to create this 

kind of energy in crowds where this wasn’t happening, with no success. 

Both organisers and attendees cited security as an essential affective element, and 

attendees often saw security as constitutive to the event's overall atmosphere. 

Security personnel are the gatekeepers of festivals, keeping out behaviours and 

performances unfit for the event and allowing in those who meet the expected 

requirements. As the first festival staff attendees likely meet, the approach of security 

is formative for participants’ experiences of the event. Attendees reported that a bad 

security experience, whether in terms of time or communication, clouded the positive 

experience of the festival event itself. For organisers, security can help gauge the 

festival atmosphere before the event, and security practices can be sped up or down 
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depending on the crowd. This example highlights the importance of both attendee and 

organiser experiences to the festival assemblage. The security experience is a relation 

held in tension between these two contrasting groups and acts to influence other 

relational elements within the atmospheric assemblage. 

Assemblages also consist of immaterial ideas, relations, and relations. As mentioned 

in Chapter 5, participants consistently raised the importance of community 

experiences. Organisers conceptualised community as the “glue” in which assembled 

disparate affective experiences. As organiser Adam remarked: “there's something 

really exciting about having a community that celebrates differences… everyone's sort 

of along for the ride to lift everyone else with them”. Community formation was the 

central element of whether a festival was successful to many organisers. In addition, 

many organisers created festivals to develop community in the first place. Organiser 

Hannah eloquently noted this view, stating, “And there was no connection between 

[people]. So I was like "alright, someone can connect them”. So that's why I started 

the festival”. Community acts to build relations between different affective elements. 

In this case, the immaterial idea of community serves as an assembling element to 

bring together phenomena and manifest them in physical space as a music festival. 

This example highlights how assemblage theory can showcase the importance of 

unseen and often unconsidered phenomena.  

Organisers stressed the importance of non-human and environmental elements in 

their conceptualisation of atmosphere. In New Zealand, where many festivals are in 

rural rather than urban areas, the natural environment is a pivotal contributor to 

atmosphere. Attendee Seth posited the affective influence of the natural environment 

when stating: 

 It definitely alters the way you experience the festival. There's a big difference, 

to me, between a festival held inside, like, a stadium, or a festival held inside a 

venue, to a festival that's held outdoors. You know there's fresh air, there's sun, 

there's rain, there's stars if it's at night, it's cold, it's hot, it's like a big sensory 

package all wrapped into one [emphasis added]. 

Organisers regarded the natural environment as a significant constraint but an 

opportunity for atmospheric development. Organiser Susan claimed the environment 
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was a marketing tool, arguing “[the natural environment] sort of played into the way 

we framed it - we played into the natural element of it”.   

Conceptualising festivals as assemblages is a helpful way of understanding the 

multifaceted and complex number of processes, practices, and elements involved in 

the opaque concept of affective atmosphere. I argue that several discrete factors and 

their relations contribute to festival environments. It is important to note that while I 

have charted some of the critical elements and considerations involved, assemblages 

are dynamic, innumerable, and unquantifiable. Rather than comprehensively examine 

this assemblage, I outline a way of understanding festivals that accounts for the 

relationship between organisers, attendees, and other factors involved. While it is 

crucial to investigate the structures and constructs that shape experience, analysing 

festivals through non-representational theory helps illuminate the unseen elements 

and relations that contribute to festival space and influence attendees. 

In Section 6.1, I argue that festival atmospheres are assemblages co-created by 

relational interdependencies between attendees, organisers, non-human elements, 

ideas, relations, and concepts. Rather than focus specifically on the work of attendees 

or organisers, I use assemblage theory to map out examples of the work of attendees 

and organisers that both contribute to the festival atmosphere. Festival atmospheres 

are complex assemblages formed before the festival experience (through expectation) 

and altered through the mediating work of organising practices.  

 

6.2. Constraints and informality in festival design 

The organisational practices of festival organisers, managers, and designers play a 

significant yet understated role in developing and conceptualising attendee 

experiences. However, traditional geographic approaches to music festivals have 

underemphasised the organisational challenges facing festival organisers and how 

they overcome them (Duffy & Mair, 2021). In Section 6.2, I argue that the music festival 

atmosphere partially results from the limitations of festival organisers (what organisers 

cannot do). I contrast previous sections by outlining how organisers might unknowingly 

develop affect due to problems or constraints in the organisational process. 

Accordingly, I explore how organiser power manifests in different affective ways when 

organisers solve organisational challenges and outline how affective atmospheres 
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result from creative and constrained management practices. I begin my argument by 

mapping examples of the environmental and financial constraints of festival design 

before exploring how organisers mitigate challenges. Thereafter, I explore how the 

contextual origins of festival managers lay an important foundation for atmospheric 

development. Lastly, I note how future geographic approaches to the music festival 

could pay consideration to these origins.  

The environmental features of a festival site constrain the possible approaches of 

festival organisers, thereby shaping the affective components of the festival’s design. 

One crucial aspect organisers raised was the importance of how stages projected 

noise. Organisers noted that festivals with poor acoustics, as one organiser stated, 

“ruined the complete vibe of the event” and lessened the power of other affective 

elements like musical performances. At larger festivals with multiple stages, 

organisers noted that separating the noise of these stages alongside the challenges 

of working with the local environmental context was difficult. To these organisers, 

features such as hills, valleys, lakes, or government noise limit their ability to alter the 

affective properties of noise. 

Organisers reported working with hierarchies of elements that mapped how they could 

mitigate or remove these constraints. Organiser Richard, for example, noted the 

importance of stages and entranceway as the central points of a festival site, arguing 

that “everything else just plops into place around it”. Richard’s view complements the 

previously examined idea of nodes, where the location of central and static elements 

shape where design elements are placed. Organisers observed the importance of the 

weather, for example, as a significant element in this hierarchy and recognised the 

complexity of dealing with weather as an affective element. Most organisers stated 

that most music festivals were scheduled during the New Zealand summer season 

because adverse weather conditions are less likely. Organisers noted that strategies 

could include working with environmental conditions, such as placing festivals inside 

tents or indoors, or shaping festivals against the natural will of the environment, like 

the Snowboxx Festival, which is hosted mid-winter on a ski-slope. 

Financial constraints also proved challenging in creating positive festival atmospheres. 

Music festival organisation is a precarious enterprise in which organisers reported fear, 

anxiety, and a ‘thrill’ in the potential of high earnings despite the financial risk. Long-
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time organiser Sarah recognised this fact, stating in no uncertain terms that “I always 

say the quickest way to go bankrupt is to do a festival”. Professional festival organisers 

felt constrained in their financial limitations to create the kind of event they wanted, 

mainly because of the key performance indicators placed upon them by financial 

backers. This view contrasts with festivals in the ‘70s and ‘80s, where external funding 

was limited, and organisers accordingly had greater creative freedom (Schmidt, 2015). 

This perspective highlights the politics surrounding atmosphere and how financing 

interplays with affective decisions. Surprisingly, this point has been underexplored in 

the festival studies literature despite brief mentions in key research like Robinson 

(2015). 

In addition, organisers noted the importance of public sector funding bodies seeking 

to attract visitors from outside the region by marketing to outside visitors. However, 

several organisers also reported the challenges of sorting through governmental 

bureaucracy and red tape. Some organisers saw creative ideas often limited by these 

constraints and saw themselves having to “step back their creativity” and attempt to 

focus on less risky events.  

Attendees strongly recounted the importance of festival logistics and management to 

their overall experience. Organisers claimed that logistics were often seen as 

“uncreative” activities but were of primary importance to creating a positive experience. 

Many attendees expressed their disaffection with apparent organisational failures like 

overcrowding, water and toilet problems, and a lack of shade, which they claimed 

disrupted the utopian magic of the festival. Organisers felt that these situations could 

often be out of their control but had a role to play in “bringing back the positive vibes 

of the event”. This example demonstrates how organisers may be forced to respond 

to atmospheric experiences without necessarily causing affective change. 

Despite the siloed nature of festival studies and a reluctance of event management 

literature to draw on environmental psychology concepts, it is clear from interviews 

that organisers have some demonstratable knowledge of design psychology, albeit 

from a practitioner’s perspective rather than a theoretical viewpoint. As organiser 

Jessica remarked, much of this work is around creating ‘mystique’ and encouraging 

people to hear about and seek out new experiences: 

We have elements of programming that are not programmed - you know, it's 
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sort of like 'whispers on the street'. You find these groups, and some people go 

and find something that they had a great time doing, and they go and tell 

another group, and you sort of got a follow-on effect of all of these different 

hubs of buzz and excitement going on. 

Nevertheless, many organisers stated that they had little control over the creation of 

this mystique. Organiser Ian recognised this view, stating: 

 The festival has to provide the space and provide it correctly so that people 

can then engage in it how they want to engage in it. We can’t control how people 

do what they do; we just provide the space for it to happen and hope that the 

things we do make people more interested. 

Organisers agreed that most of the festival atmosphere naturally arises from attendees 

themselves. Organiser Jessica remarked that: 

Attendees do 80% of the work that creates the atmosphere. Their enthusiasm, 

interest, and the way they communicate and interact with the artists create the 

atmosphere for me a lot of the time. 

One significant presence within festival organiser communities was tensions between 

large, organisation-scale events and smaller, informally and volunteer-run festivals. 

Many organisers of smaller, newer, and voluntary events criticised the “clinical and 

sanitary” nature of the longer-running festivals, what organiser Henry described as “all 

white and boring and not having any ‘grit’ to it. By catering to everyone, you cater to 

no one”. In particular, many of these smaller events emphasised their commitment to 

growing the local or national music scene by providing platforms for up-and-coming 

artists, criticising more prominent festivals for their reliance on big, overseas names. 

As organiser Eowyn stated: 

We need to remember we have got all these amazing musicians from New 

Zealand, and they're doing so incredibly well overseas. We've got something 

here that we need to create a world-class stage for. Our festival is a very, very 

small event, but we are trying to provide that platform, so its concept is massive. 
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Contrasting these tensions, organisers also often noted the importance of learning, 

both from others and experience. For example, organiser Susan recognised the 

importance of learning, stating that: 

You look at some festivals that have been around for 15 years in New Zealand 

- and there are a few of them - they are usually like well-oiled machines. They'll 

never have a problem. It's always the new guys on the block that have teething 

issues, and we ran into a few ourselves. But I guess we're hoping that each 

year the event experience will just be more and more seamless, and we get 

more professional in how we operate. 

Despite the competitive elements of music festivals, many organisers stressed the 

importance of networks with other organisers and related industries and practices 

where transfer knowledge from event to event. Organiser John referred to this as 

“institutional knowledge - you know, going back to people and contacts for various bits 

of equipment and work that you've worked with the last two years”. In addition, many 

organisers reported helping new events begin. Ewan, an organiser of a small startup 

festival, said that: 

 Because we're largely volunteer-run, no one is on a salary, everyone who does 

is paid an honorarium, and none of the bands gets paid their market rates. 

Everyone does it, you know, everyone is doing favours, and there is a lot of 

like, aroha involved [emphasis added]. 

Despite the allure of financial benefit, many organisers reported going into festival 

management for their desire to provide platforms for up-and-coming artists, redevelop 

a community feel, or for the love of hosting and organising events. According to 

organiser Jim, festival organisers were primarily interested in the creative and 

community-based work, stating that “We do it for ourselves to have fun, and so having 

it be fun is not having to deal with bullshit if we can get away with it”. In many cases, 

festivals started as events for friends or family that gradually grew larger over time.  

Informality is central to the New Zealand music festival context, and festival organisers 

report having little control over the affective nature of music festivals. However, this 

focus on informality masks the significant influence festival organisers have on the 

affective nature of the attendee experience. Informality and ideas of having “little 
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control” can help diffuse the negative tensions associated with the often-raucous 

nature of festivals and reduce the effect of any behavioural consequence as performed 

by attendees. Organisers control how attendees perform and are expected to perform, 

although how organisers mediate these tensions often contrasts with creative, 

capitalist, and consumerist methods of ‘improving’ festival experience. Informality 

allows organisers to brand affective engineering as a natural event but can neglect the 

often intimate organisational, creative, and logistical decisions that go into making an 

event.  

In Section 6.2, I highlighted the informal nature of festival organisation in New Zealand 

and the implications of informality for affective atmospheres at music festivals. I argued 

that organisational constraints and the relationships between different organisational 

practices are productive of affect. Throughout this section, I highlighted the tensions 

between creative and constrained organisational practices and noted how organisers 

often emphasise the naturally occurring nature of affect despite considerable affective 

engineering. 

 

6.3. Social construction and festival images 

One of the key themes within the festival studies literature is that the music festival is 

a socially constructed space where attendees give and perceive meaning. What is 

less apparent in this literature is how festival organisers engage in meaning-making 

and how these organisational practices materially and immaterially personify these 

meanings. In Section 6.3, I argue that festival organisers help construct the festival as 

a socially meaningful space and examine the critical practices that create a festival 

image. Rather than present a comprehensive overview of the organisational work that 

goes into these practices, I outline examples that showcase how organisers shape the 

imaginary geographies of the music festival and how attendees give meaning to these 

images. 

I begin by discussing what a festival image is, how these images influence what 

attendees think and feel, and how this affects how they behave. I then explain the 

importance of marketing and social media in developing expectations before noting 

how music is paradoxically sub-ordinate to the overall festival image. Throughout this 

account, I note the importance of festival symbols and music as contributors to the 
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meaning of these broader symbols. Lastly, I explain how these images are performed 

by attendees, outlining how attendees consciously and unconsciously buy into the 

socially constructed nature of music festivals. 

I begin the substantive part of this section by considering music festivals as both 

material and imaginary spaces. Festivals are imaginary because people actively 

construct ideas of what a festival is and what it represents (Mair & Weber, 2019). 

Furthermore, attendees will actively react to these representations and ideas. In this 

sense, these immaterial representations of the festival are active processes that play 

an influential role in shaping attendee experiences. For instance, festivalgoers will 

prepare for specific festivals based on particular ideas of what to expect and how to 

act. For example, attendees going to Dunedin’s Baseline festival in 2020 dressed in 

dance festival clothing despite the festival never having been held before (see 

Eventfinda, 2020). In this example, attendees understand the festival's image through 

marketing and social media posts and prepare for the event based on these images. 

Through particular graphical styles, font choices, and naming (see Figure 19), 

Baseline successfully created an imagined space represented as a dance festival 

despite not being explicitly stated.  

Figure 19 

2020 Baseline Festival advertising banner 

 

Note: This ‘retro’ font style is typical of contemporary dance festivals. From Baseline 

2020 by Eventfinda, 2020 (https://www.eventfinda.co.nz/2020/baseline-

2020/dunedin)  

The image of a festival influences how attendees may act, how they think about their 

surroundings, and what they expect to occur at the event. These images are 

constructed based on how the festival markets itself, attendees' past experiences, who 

they expect to attend, the line-up, and what they have heard from others. In interviews, 

festival organisers made it clear they were aware of these images and spent resources 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

https://www.eventfinda.co.nz/2020/baseline-2020/dunedin
https://www.eventfinda.co.nz/2020/baseline-2020/dunedin
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altering and enhancing specific components of their image to attract attendees and 

provide them with ideas of what to expect. Organiser Harry recognised this view, 

stating that “you have to get the marketing right from the get-go. You have to make it 

clear who you’re attracting, why they should come, and how [emphasis added] they 

should come”. This process predominantly occurs before the event, where organisers 

must market the festival to a specific group of people through images, drawing upon 

common symbols. As Figure 20 shows, the Auckland Folk Festival logo uses a banjo 

and a violin to represent the acoustic roots of the event and uses ostensibly traditional 

graphic design to accomplish this. 

Figure 20 

2022 Auckland Folk Festival logo  

 

From Auckland Folk Festival Facebook page by Auckland Folk Festival, 2022 

(https://www.facebook.com/aucklandfolkfest) 

This figure has been 

removed due to Copyright 

restrictions. 

https://www.facebook.com/aucklandfolkfest
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Attendees prepare for and build expectations based on how they imagine and perceive 

the event. Processes like marketing and social media play an influential role in 

developing these initial expectations. Attendees will bring these expectations to bear 

during the festival and react to events with this in mind. This view was cogently stated 

by organiser Karen, who said “if your festival looks like it’s gonna be super loose, 

people are gonna act super loose. Looking sharp and professional is everything 

[emphasis added]”.  

For organisers to sufficiently engage in meaning-making, attendees must consciously 

or unconsciously act and perform in ways that support the intended goals of these 

meanings. When asked about their initial expectations before their first festival, 

attendee Wendy remarked: 

[I thought] it would almost be a vacation. You don't have to worry about 

anything; everything you need is in this little place. You've got your food and all 

your friends, and everything's there. I thought it would just be this little tropical 

island. And because we had all these expectations, we were absolutely buzzing 

- and that was the night we went the hardest. We pre-drunk quite a lot and 

everything like that, and it was such a good time. 

Wendy’s quote emphasises that their expectations are intrinsically tied to a particular 

behavioural and consumerist experience through which Wendy performs a particular 

role. By developing expectations, this narrative shows that organisers can engineer 

affect to shape festivalgoers' experiences, such as “going hard”.  

Wendy supports the idea that the festival is like a “little tropical island” and that you 

“don’t need to worry about anything”. As mentioned in previous chapters, this view 

transfers responsibility from the individual to the festival through the ‘safety-net’ 

principle. This view also highlights that festivals, like vacations, are spaces where 

attendees are less likely to examine spending practices, and individuals are 

psychologically more open to spending more (see Getz, 2010). In this case, Wendy 

“pre-drunk a lot”, later remarking on feelings of shock when seeing her expenses at 

the end of the event.  

Perhaps the most critical element of the festival image is the role of marketing and 

social media. At many festivals, attendees buy their tickets unaware of the musical 
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line-up until much later, so developing an image that creates interest based on 

branding alone is crucial. Organisers considered this a critical act and what one 

organiser called “all promo PR bulls***”, where organisers must present an idealised 

and appealing image despite the festival’s real-world presentation.  

Organisers also spoke of the importance of using unrelated images to encourage 

social media engagement. Organiser Harry, for example, noted the success of using 

dogs in their Instagram marketing, calling it “gold”. Harry stated that while the primary 

reason for these images was to boost engagement through Instagram’s algorithm, it 

also had the dual purpose of showcasing “the kind of vibe where pets are allowed”. 

When asked what this vibe was, Harry replied “So it's people having, like, dancing, 

having a great time, going for a swim, bands playing, it’s a chill-out vibe where no one 

is really that packed together, and pets aren’t going to be unsafe”. In this quote, Harry 

noted how a simple image of a dog could represent both a particular musical genre 

and create crowd expectations. This point indicates the importance of festival images 

to an atmospheric assemblage by displaying the ‘scope’ of the festival and what 

attendees should expect. Effectively, these images provide affective ‘scaffolding’ that 

can structure the broad expectations of festivalgoers.   

While the entire point of a music festival is supposedly the music, both organisers and 

attendees noted the relative unimportance of music as a central element. While 

participants regarded music, sound, and felt musical elements as crucial affective 

elements for the overall atmosphere, participants were more concerned with the 

overall experience than specific musical acts. Accordingly, these participants noted 

that music was more imaginarily important than materially significant and that music 

structures the meaning and representations associated with broader festival 

atmospheres.  

To this point, organiser Tim eloquently noted that “at its core, the event is what people 

are coming for - individual bands are not what people are there for. Bands are the 

accompaniment to the great weekend”. Organiser Ian also recognised this view and 

noted that the many festivals he did not enjoy prioritised music rather than the overall 

experience. Ian emphasised this point when asking, “when people arrive, do you feel 

like you're at a festival, do you think they're experiencing something when they're not 

watching a musician? They need to; otherwise, the event is nothing”. Ian’s quote 
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explains how music is an important but not central element of a festival atmosphere. 

As Ian explained later, music is symbolic of the festival atmosphere. This idea supports 

previous research on attendee experiences showing the unimportance of artists to a 

successful event (see Robinson, 2015). 

Similarly, attendees agreed with organisers that music was relatively unimportant to 

their festival experience. Attendees reported that they had little memory of specific 

musical performances and considered the music, as one attendee called it, as 

“background noise” to the event's overall atmosphere. Speaking to this point, attendee 

Jane explained: 

When I think of a single night as a whole, I don't really isolate it as ‘oh, I really 

enjoyed this particular song’… I'm there, but I'm not only there to experience 

the music; I'm there to experience the people, there to experience the smells, 

the food. It's all happening at the same time, and I'm not paying much attention 

to the music necessarily. It gets to the point where you will groove to anything. 

As the above quote shows, attendees often see music as subordinate to an overall 

festival identity and as an accompaniment to the overall atmospheric experience. 

Nevertheless, other attendees noted the important symbolic role of music in providing 

what one attendee referred to as “a reason for actually being there”. 

Attendees noted the importance of “buying in” to a festival image through their clothes 

and behaviours. Attendee Suzy, for example, talked about the experience of “dressing 

up” as a symbolic moment that signified the beginning of the night ahead. In her 

interview, Suzy stated that “you get into the spirit of everyone else, and you're like 

‘woooo exciting’, I look good, everyone looks good, we're all gonna have a fun time". 

Suzy’s comments suggest that attendees perform difference as a component of the 

heterotopic and different nature of festival life. In addition, her comment of “get[ting] 

into the spirit” speaks to a broader atmospheric presence that attendees are affected 

by during the event that likely arose through expectations and previous experiences. 

Many attendees attributed undesirable and adverse behaviours to performances of 

the stereotypical festivalgoer role. To these attendees, these behaviours, like fighting, 

were heightened by these expectations and the overall image of the festival. To 
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attendee Tina, these behaviours showcase how proximity to others exacerbates the 

display of a festivalgoer identity: 

I think a lot of it is that you get riled up by your mates, like I've seen it - especially 

amongst guys, like they'll get riled up in the mosh - like punching each other, 

taking off their shirts. So I think it's a lot of that, maybe trying to look the toughest 

or act tough. I guess a lot of that is peer pressure. 

This view was similarly raised by attendee Jane, who stated “It is just uncomfortable… 

stupid frat boys were like trying to make it a mosh pit, you know”. 

Many attendees found significant behavioural differences between 2021 and previous 

years, citing the impact of COVID-19 lockdowns on an increased sense of reckless 

behaviour and uncomfortableness. To attendee Logan: 

I think last year it became a bit; I don't want to say polarised but split between 

the drug use and the safe space drug use, and the people wanting to have that 

festival experience while they still had the chance.  

Overall, attendees reported they actively contributed to performing a particular 

festivalgoer role and expanding the meanings that this role represents. In addition, 

participants often responded positively to acting the part of a ‘festivalgoer’, and their 

contribution to an overall festivalgoer identity contributed to positive affective feelings. 

Indeed, most attendees stated that general camaraderie of everyone acting, behaving, 

and dressing the same way contributes to the overall sense of group identity and, 

therefore, a positive affective atmosphere.  

In Section 6.3, I have highlighted the importance of an imagined music festival 

geography instead of its material reality. In this section, I examined the subordinate 

nature of various festival elements to an overall singular experience, emphasising how 

the importance of a festival image and the meanings attached to this image are 

prioritised and developed through festival organisers. Attendees buy into imagined 

versions of the festival and actively reproduce its effects through performing a 

festivalgoer role and identity. While this process may provide a space for positive 

identity formation and performing hidden and objectified identities, it may also mask 

the material difficulties of everyday life in pursuit of a utopian vision. In short, 

organisers must prioritise crafting the imaginary social construction of an event to 
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create a positive affective experience. Attendees respond to this social construction 

as opposed to material reality and thus are limited by the work of organisers in shaping 

this response. 

 

6.4. Summary 

Chapter 6 examined organisational and design decisions and how the intentions and 

results of these practices shape affect. In Section 6.1, I conceptualised the music 

festival as an assemblage developed through organiser and attendee practices. This 

section highlights how affect emerges from the elements and relations within this 

assemblage. In Section 6.2, I explored how notions of informality alter organisational 

practices. In this section, I argued that organisational constraints limit festival 

organisers and that affect emerges from limitations rather than produced as an ideal 

outcome. Lastly, in Section 6.3, I discussed how organisers use festival symbols and 

imagery to create an affective atmosphere. I argue that image-making is a critical but 

underexplored affective engineering process that shapes how attendees adapt to 

festival geographies. Overall, I charted the complexity of organising practices in 

shaping and controlling affect.  
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7 
This thesis has examined how music festival design influences attendee experiences 

at New Zealand music festivals. Using the concept of affect (see Thrift, 2004), I drew 

on the experiences of festival attendees and organisers to explore how music festival 

design produces affective atmospheres (Anderson, 2009).  

I argued that these affective atmospheres, analogous to commonly used terms like 

“buzz” or “vibe”, are spatially and immaterially configured by festival organisers to 

provoke particular affective dispositions. Throughout the thesis, I critically interrogated 

the politics behind music festival design and management, drawing attention to the 

power relations surrounding design decisions and exploring how attendees actively 

embody these politics when adopting a festival-going identity. Overall, I have argued 

that music festivals are inherently political and value-laden spaces where design plays 

a crucial role in altering attendee experiences and attendee thoughts, feelings, and 

behaviour. Effectively, power is an inherent constituent of music festivals' affective 

atmospheres, and organisers project this power through design practices. 

Attendees may read music festivals in New Zealand as socially liberating spaces free 

of power and authority. However, I have argued that this idea is developed and 

heightened by festival organisers interested in positively influencing attendee 

experiences and enhancing the relationships of attendees to a larger festival 

community. By creating these experiences, organisers can encourage festivalgoers to 

return in future years or buy consumables at the festival. In this way, organisers 

effectively link affect with consumerist and capitalist relations. I have also argued that 

attendees actively buy into these relations by performing the role of the ‘festivalgoer’ 

and reinforcing the affective power of festival organisers. Moreover, I explore how 

affect can be used to highlight often unseen power relations at music festivals and 

accordingly critique the argument that music festivals are entirely “free and socially 

liberating spaces” (Sharpe, 2008, p. 225) 

This thesis used a qualitative approach informed by social-constructionist and 

phenomenological epistemologies. Aiming to gain insight into different perspectives of 

Conclusion: 

The magic of the music festival 
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festival affect, I interviewed festival attendees and organisers and undertook 

documentary data analysis of media sources and online material. These qualitative 

sources provided material to assess festival design through different perspectives, 

exploring the goals of festival design and how attendees experienced it. Through this 

approach, I highlighted how the outcomes of affective engineering might differ from its 

intended purposes and reaffirmed the often dynamic and unruly nature of affect as 

theorised within affect studies (see Anderson, 2009; Pile, 2010).  

My analysis consisted of six primary themes divided into two chapters. Chapter 5 

examined how music festival design influences the affective experience of attendees 

from an attendee perspective. Using the geographic concept of nodes, I highlighted 

how attendees make sense of affective space and examined how key sites seem to 

transmit affective energy. I also explored traditional perspectives of music festivals as 

heterotopia, outlining how organisers use stereotypical ideas of difference and 

freedom to influence affect and its transmission in the festival context. Lastly, I 

explored how attendees experience community, highlighting how organisers actively 

heighten feelings of community through festival design.   

Throughout this chapter, I argued that festival-going is inherently an act of ‘buying-in’ 

to a group or community identity that festival organisers shape or curtail. 

Consequently, I showed how these constructions reinforce differences from everyday 

models of thinking and behaving, enhancing the affective power of the festival as an 

othered space. This chapter shows how affect can be channelled and heightened to 

accomplish particular outcomes, supporting scholarship on the employment of affect 

in design and the built environment (see Closs Stephens, 2016).  

Chapter 6 examined festival organisers' intentions and how these intentions shaped 

affective atmospheres. I began by using assemblage theory to show how atmospheres 

are co-constructed by both attendees and organisers. Throughout this section, I noted 

the usefulness of assemblage theory to conceptualise festival experience for future 

researchers within festival studies. Next, I assessed how perceptions of informality 

alter how affective atmosphere is experienced, outlining how organisers are often 

unaware of the power and influence they hold in shaping affect. Lastly, I examined the 

socially constructed nature of the music festival as a concept, exploring how 

organisers aim to cultivate a symbolic image of the festival through shaping affect. In 
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particular, I noted that the construction of a festival ‘image’ is central to setting the 

psychological expectations of festivalgoers and, thereby, how they think, feel, and 

behave. Through this chapter, I support the work of festival geography that explores 

the politics of music festivals and outline how festival design is an active constituent 

of power (see Robinson, 2015). 

 

7.1. Key contributions 

The thesis has deliberately drawn on a wide range of literature, spanning 

environmental psychology, affect studies, and festival studies. Despite this empirical 

breadth, the thesis is centrally located in social and cultural geography and primarily 

seeks to contribute to this literature. A geographic approach to affect stresses its 

locational and place-based nature. Through this central grounding, I have shown what 

a geographic approach to the music festival can offer to festival studies and outline 

the importance of festival design for geographers interested in the music festival. 

There has been limited engagement with the concept of affect and affective 

atmospheres within festival studies. My research has contributed to understanding 

how researchers might methodologically and empirically draw upon affect within the 

discipline. This thesis provides a broad starting point to examine affect in specific 

festival contexts. In addition, my work draws attention to how researchers might 

conceptualise the affective nature of design practices within broader social and 

political relations, an area that has seen surprisingly little attention within contemporary 

scholarship on affect. In doing so, I call for scholars of design and the built environment 

to take an increasingly critical and political approach to explore how affect and 

atmospheres come to influence and be influenced within music festivals.  

Throughout the thesis, I have taken a particular interest in spatial design and 

conceptualised the relationship between affect and the broader environment. As affect 

is a deliberately unclear and often obscure concept, I have contributed to the affective 

geographies literature by providing a case study of how designers and organisers of 

space employ affect in practical terms. Furthermore, by calling attention to the material 

impact of affective engineering, my research contributes to theories of the cultural 

politics of design and the built environment (see Charney, 2007). In doing so, I have 

emphasised the strong links between contemporary scholarship on affect and past 
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work on architectural and design geography (see Goss, 1988, 1993). I hope that future 

engagements with affect will benefit from referring to this literature. 

Throughout this research, I aimed to link the more practitioner-focused work of event 

management with the theoretical principles of environmental psychology and design 

psychology. Creating awareness of the psychological tenets of design considerations 

may provide festival practitioners with a valuable resource for investigating future 

design or organisational concerns. By explaining the general work of environmental 

psychology and design, I aim to promote engagement with the theoretical nature of 

music festivals beyond the ‘nuts-and-bolts’ of festival organisation. I hope festival 

practitioners will increasingly engage with psychological and design theory to improve 

festival experiences. I have also aimed to promote the music festival as a site in which 

to investigate the cultural and social politics of affect, design, and organisation. 

Overall, the thesis can prompt fresh engagement with how researchers might view 

festivals and festival design through a geographic lens. 

 

7.2. Future research and limitations 

Festival research is an expanding field, and I argue that the music festival is a valuable 

and novel site to investigate affect and affective atmospheres. Due to the significant 

impact COVID-19 has had on the festival industry, it seems apt that future research 

should consider the affective dimensions of festivals in a post-COVID climate. My 

research scale has been deliberately broad, and future research could delve into the 

contexts of individual festivals more deeply to investigate the affective differences 

between pre- and post-COVID music festivals. Indeed, as Edensor and other affect 

scholars have demonstrated (see Edensor & Sumartojo, 2018), small case studies 

have proved helpful in investigating affect and how it operates. Options could include, 

for example, “drive alongs” (see Laurier et al., 2008) with festivalgoers investigating 

how they conceptualise festivals while travelling to an event. In addition, ethnographic 

methods within the field are appropriate for researching affect (see Cudny, 2014a), 

and future research could also benefit from employing an ethnographic approach. 

Work like that of Dilkes-Frayne (2016) on the festival campsite would be a helpful 

reference point for this future work. Examples of potential study topics could include 

ethnographic work on small-scale case studies, such as entranceways, individual 

stages, or even bathrooms.  
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I underwent this research during COVID-19 restrictions and thus was limited in 

physically seeing participants and festivals. While my original study design included 

ethnographic methods and interviews with participants at festivals, COVID-19 

restrictions made this a physical impossibility. Ethnographic methods would be helpful 

for focused studies interested in understanding the affective dimensions of particular 

festivals' elements in real-time or the experience of attendees while they are there. 

Because I interviewed attendees outside of the festival context, attendees may have 

forgotten some of the more mundane aspects of their festival experience that may 

have been useful to the research. While there is a broad literature that interviews 

participants during festivals (e.g. Dilkes-Frayne, 2016), no such studies specifically 

investigate affect.   

As a broad and often obscure concept, affect is hard to define and quantify. Despite 

my use of the environmental psychology literature, my research is limited in explaining 

the psychological processes behind which particular design elements shape attendee 

experiences. While affect is a useful theoretical tool, it cannot quantify how and why 

attendees will think, feel, and behave differently in particular spaces. Future research 

using a positivist and quantitative approach that investigates individual festival 

elements would be helpful in this area and would be appropriate for future research. If 

psychological researchers took a course in conjunction with critical geographic 

analysis, this research would be highly beneficial to event managers interested in the 

effects of their design practices. 

 

7.3. General conclusions 

This research has drawn attention to the multifaceted politics involved in music festival 

design and the impact organisational decisions have on the experience of festival 

attendees. I argue that music festivals are not emancipatory but are spaces imbued 

with power relations. These power relations manifest through configurations of 

designed space that promote experiences conducive to the overall goals of the festival 

under a guise of a consequence-free arena. This view is not to say that these goals 

are inherently harmful. Instead, festival organisers aim to create events that attendees 

enjoy and want to return to, even if this imperative is often fueled by financial impetus. 

This argument states that design decisions are inherently subject to particular ways of 

understanding the world that influences the thoughts, feelings, and behaviours of 
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festival attendees. To this point, I use Foucault’s concept of heterotopia in recognising 

that a music festival is an imagined space predicated on particular ideas of society. 

Thus, in conclusion, I argue that music festivals are spaces that paradoxically, 

perhaps, both oppose and approximate quotidian forms of existence.  

Both organisers and attendees play a role in shaping and conforming to these political 

relations. For a successful event, organisers must respond to attendee expectations, 

who respond to environmental and phenomenological cues in turn. In this manner, 

organisers and attendees have a symbiotic relationship whereby each group answers 

to the other. However, other considerations can disrupt and moderate how this 

relationship works in practice. Attendees, for example, may be affected by poor 

weather, while organisers might be affected by supply chain issues or financial 

limitations. Accordingly, the music festival is both a controlled and uncontrolled entity 

that organisers curtail or shape rather than wholly create.  

Many festival scholars note the affective power of various festival elements like lights, 

sound, and dance. My contribution has been pointing out that these elements, and 

therefore atmosphere in general, are carefully controlled, managed, and influenced to 

produce a kind of affect that otherwise appears to arise naturally and individually. In 

doing so, I stress the orchestrated nature in which the festival environment affects 

attendees and how they think, feel, and behave in a festival context.  This argument 

highlights the importance of practical design and organisational decisions in 

developing affect. 

In conclusion, my research has examined design's essential yet understated role in 

shaping the affective nature of the attendee experience. Academic scholarship on 

music festivals has primarily focused on organisational or sociocultural phenomena. I 

argue that this is insufficient for understanding the attendee experience. Instead, I 

advocate for festival researchers to call on neglected knowledge within environmental 

psychology to gain insight into the importance of an attendee’s surroundings. I have 

demonstrated the usefulness of affect to geographers interested in music festivals to 

conceptualise attendee experiences and organiser decisions. I propose that 

geographers could more effectively consider the practical work of design and 

architectural geography with non-representational work on affect to interrogate the 

interactions between phenomena and place in a music festival context. While 
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temporarily and spatially ephemeral, musical festivals are cyclically created spaces 

etched into public consciousness, especially among regular attendees. As this thesis 

has shown, their presence in the tangible and imaginative landscape is testimony to 

the desire of participants and the drive of organisers to craft affective spaces where 

paradoxically, both conformity and escapism co-exist. 
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APPENDICES 

A) Participant information sheet – organisations 

B) Participant information sheet – festival organisers  

C) Participant information sheet – attendees 

D) Consent form – organisations 

E) Consent form – festival organisers and attendees 

F) Recruitment advertisement for participants – attendees 

G) Recruitment email for participants – organisers 
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Appendix A) Participant information sheet – organisations 
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Appendix B) Participant information sheet – festival organisers
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Appendix C) Participant information sheet – attendees
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Appendix D) Consent form – organisations
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Appendix E) Consent form – festival organisers and attendees 
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Appendix F) Recruitment advertisement for participants – attendees 
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Appendix G) Recruitment email for participants – organisers 

Dear [name] organisers, 

My name is Neil Lindsay, and I am currently an MSc student in the School of 

Environment at the University of Auckland. I am currently running a study on music 

festival environments and the design of music festivals and am contacting you to invite 

you to participate in our study. 

The study examines how music festival environments alter how we think, feel, and 

behave by analysing how particular event design elements interact with other music 

festival processes. We hope to use the information from this research to gain an 

understanding of how music festival design can shape social conduct, to enhance the 

festival experience, and how insights from music festival environments can be 

transferred to other entertainment spaces  

We are seeking individuals involved in designing, organising, or managing music 

festivals (either in the last 12 months or the next 12 months forthcoming) to an informal 

45-minute interview as part of the study. This would take place at a suitable time for 

the participant and over an online conferencing app like Zoom. If you think you would 

be interested in participating in the study, please reply to, or forward on, this email, 

and I will send you a Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form to take part in 

the study.  

Music festival research is a growing field but has extensive implications for how music 

festivals can be designed to promote better experiences. I hope to send a summary 

of this research to you regardless of your participation in the hope that my research 

can benefit you. 

Nga mihi, 

Yours sincerely,  

Neil Lindsay 

 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 

30/06/2021 for three years, Reference Number UAHPEC22463 
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