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Abstract

The Bonnaroo Music & Arts Festival is one of the top
music festivals in the world. The festival, created in 2002,
takes place each June over a four-day period in Manches-
ter, Tennessee. In 2019, Bonnaroo attracted approximately
80,000 attendees, and featured over 150 artists on a dozen
plus stages. Belmont University, based in Nashville, Ten-
nessee, ranks in the top five nationally for participation in
short-term Study Abroad programs. Belmont at Bonnaroo
(i.e., Bonnaroo University, aka Bonnaroo U) is one of the
innovative programs offered during the summer months.
Twenty students take two three-credit courses, “Sociology
of Music” and “Research Methods and Festival Culture”
concurrently in June as part of Bonnaroo University. The
goal of the two classes, each taught by different professors,
focuses upon sociology, consumer research, and the busi-
ness of music festivals.

There are three distinct sections of the program. The first
week takes place on campus prior to Bonnaroo. The stu-
dents are grouped into four groups of five students, and
steeped in Production of Culture theory. Research questions
associated with this theory, developed in tandem with the
festival organizers, are assigned to each group. The groups
design interview questions they explore during the festival
as part of the research methods course.

In the second phrase, the professors and students travel
on two tour buses to Manchester, which are stationed back-
stage on the festival grounds. In 2018, year one of the pro-
gram, students conducted 73 interviews centered around
topics of branding, community, design, and fandom. In
2019, questions focused on the “Bonnaroo vibe” around
themes including both production and consumption of cul-
ture, symbolic identity and authenticity. The rigor of the
study increased, with 380 individual interviews taking place
during the festival.
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Upon return to Nashville following the festival, students
analyze the interviews using content analysis methodology.
Each group prepares a final summary paper, followed by a
formal presentation of the research. The main results thus
far highlight that Bonnaroo is known for community and
positivity. Music is indeed important, but not the main focus
of festival attendance. In addition to conducting research,
the students also meet with top music industry professionals
as well as enjoy the festival’s music offerings. This program
has received widespread press attention including recogni-
tion by the trade industry publication Billboard. The ped-
agogical approach of Bonnaroo University can be used as
a blueprint for other universities seeking to set up similar
real-world learning opportunities for students.
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