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Introduction

In the car, on a run, during work, at a restaurant, we are constantly listening to music. We
crave the stimulation; everybody loves it. But what do people love more? Live music. Live music
is so universally loved because of the environment it creates. It creates a connected space for
people to bond over shared love of music. Music festivals have been around for a long time and
are constantly evolving. Woodstock 94’ is often said to be one of the most impactful music
festivals; it had an attendance number of about 350,000. Coachella, the music festival often
compared to Woodstock for its influence, drew about 750,000 attendees in its last run in 2026.
The exponential growth of music festivals has made them an enormous industry, with many
major events taking place worldwide. Music festivals today have changed from being only music
to offering a full experience. Music festivals are now places where people go for an experience
that includes gourmet food, brand PR, luxury living, in addition to music.

In modern music festivals, such as Coachella and Lollapalooza, music is no longer the
only driving force bringing people to music festivals. Kaitlyn Huamani, a former reporter for the
LA Times, writes about how the Coachella Music Festival has become a mutually beneficial
opportunity, benefiting both content creators and advertising businesses (Huamani). The sharp
shift from a celebration of music to a business hub has driven significant growth in the music
festival industry. With the immense boom in social media coverage of these festivals, companies
go to extreme lengths to get their product in the shot. They have become a major source of
sales. Alyssa Vingan, a writer for GQ, tells us that many brands fly these influencers to Palm
Springs, then house them in massive estates with private chefs, transportation, outfits, and
many additional commaodities (Vingan). Companies pay what is estimated to be hundreds of
thousands of dollars to showcase their brand, and the short long-weekend event shows how
many eyes are on this festival and how valuable it is to market there.

Given that these festivals have so many moving parts, it also seems important to ask; Are
they profitable? Specifically, what leads to their profitability?

Answering this question has great significance. It is vital to understand the cost
breakdown of music festivals for several reasons. Firstly, emerging festivals are most likely
submerged in all the complexities of putting on a major music festival. A comprehensive guide to
how much it costs to put on a music festival and how much is made from them would be a very
useful tool. It is also vital for the consumer. In today’s consumerist world, people often live in the
dark. They purchase and purchase without thinking about whether they are being taken
advantage of. With the extreme demand for music festivals, it is important to be aware that you
could be overcharged, especially from second-hand markets selling tickets for extreme
amounts. All of this brought me to my final question: What is the profitability of major music
festivals?

Existing work on modern festivals suggests that festivals operate far more as live music
events. They are marketing platforms and major hubs for social media, content creators, and
cultural experiences that attract corporations. Many sources examine attendance, sponsorships,
influence, and economic impact. Very few studies examine whether festivals generate
substantial revenue because of the complexity of the moving parts required to run a major
festival. The gap in the research is important because of the increasing prices for artist booking,
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infrastructure, security, and marketing. Existing writing discusses growth and branding, but less
often examines whether festivals remain financially profitable after accounting for costs.
Understanding the relationship between the immense cost that it takes to put on the festival and
the revenue that it creates is necessary when evaluating profitability.

This paper argues that although major music festivals generate substantial revenue through
ticket sales, sponsorships, and merchandise, their profitability is significantly limited by rising
operational costs, particularly artist fees, production expenses, infrastructure, and security.

Methodology

This study uses a quantitative cost-revenue analysis to evaluate the profitability of a
hypothetical major music festival modeled similarly to events like Coachella or Lollapalooza.
This data was collected from several sources: news articles, industry reports, festival
publications, event management inquiries, and publicly available information about certain
operations. The researcher analyzed costs by identifying major festival expenses, gathering
available industry data, and then calculating the per-person cost and multiplying it by average
attendance. The categories were created to include all aspects of organizing a festival, focusing
on the most impactful ones such as venue and headliners. Although we attempted to use
festival publications, not all information was available. For aspects that were not available
through direct publications, estimates were developed using a calculated estimate based on the
service's general pricing information provided on their website. This process involved reviewing
the company’s pricing for a specific service and calculating the estimated total cost based on the
number of people needed to host a major music festival. For example, if a service charges a set
price, then that rate was multiplied by the number of people needed to host a major festival. The
two largest American music festivals, Coachella and Lollapalooza, average 120,000 attendees
per day, so that number was used in the calculations. Major festivals average about 3 days long.
Each category used several different sources, varying from industry reports to company
websites. All costs were organized in a spreadsheet, categorized by their function. After
considering and adding all services to the spreadsheet, the total cost was calculated by
summing each category. Separate from the total revenue, the researcher examined all
categories and narrowed them down to the costliest ones for further research. The elements of
that category were further broken down. The researcher identified specific companies that
offered that service or good and multiplied them by the days and number of people to explain
why the category was so costly. Revenue was separately analyzed using the same
methodology, using sources that publish ticket prices, food, merchandise, and other sources of
income.

Using quantitative analysis alongside cost and revenue estimates was necessary when

data was not widely published. Since most festivals do not publish a large amount of this data, a
large proportion of the values are estimates. As a result, these findings should be seen as
reasonable approximations rather than exact financial results.

Literature Review
Festival Growth



Q Research Archive of

Rising Scholars (preprint) Where bright minds share their learnings

Cultural Transformation
Over the course of many years, music festivals have shifted from small music-oriented events to
major economic and cultural centers. These new cultural additions create opportunities for new
revenue. There are festivals that are currently attracting hundreds of thousands of attendees,
like Tomorrowland, Coachella, and Lollapalooza; these types of festivals generate revenue
through sponsorships, ticket sales, tourism, and merchandise. Apart from their music appeal,
festivals have become a major center for social media and marketing. These festivals have
become such a powerful spectacle and an extremely valuable asset to companies that are
seeking more exposure past the music festival (Huamani). Huamani talks more about
Coachella, even referring to it as the “influencer Olympics,”; this is because of the intense
preparations and strategies companies go through to make sure their company or sponsor is on
the front page of everything (Huamani). Companies and influencers spend months planning out
their strategy, which includes a house, outfits, promotional videos, merchandise, and often a
booth in the festival. These new sources of revenue, such as sponsorship fees, media
exposure, and brand activations, have greatly increased possible revenue.

This rise in social media has greatly contributed to the importance and culture of festivals.
Many ticket holders are looking to create content and market their product by attending. Many
creators are attending sponsored by brands. Additionally, brands are paying festivals to be a
sponsor. This is a huge new source of revenue. Huamani reports that many creators have now
opted to go independent and spend the money themselves because they believe the festival will
ultimately make them money through content creation and building their platforms (Huamani).
This shows that festivals have become an economic opportunity not only for organizers but also
for attendees. The people attending the festivals post videos and photos, making them money.
In turn, advertise the festival and increase ticket sales. Corporate involvement has grown
simultaneously as the festivals have grown in popularity. A Vogue article talks about Coachella
and how it has become a platform for marketing and brand advertising; companies even go so
far as to debut new products or bring old ones back, with it being exclusively sold at
Coachella. The commercialization of festivals has been shown through influencers making
marketing expenditures. The analysis goes deeper by explaining how brands invest more and
more in influencer partnerships because of the growing festival culture and its high
concentration of young, consumerist audiences. This is found through online exposure (Forbes).
This ties back to the increase in revenue sources because social media exposure is a huge
source of ticket sales.

Results
This analysis looked at several different cost categories that are associated with major
festivals. These numbers were found through several online sources. The findings are
presented in the tables below and separated by category.
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Table 1
Estimated Total Cost by Category
Cost Category Estimated Cost
Artist booking $34,700,000
Production and $5,997,000
Infrastructure
Security & Medical $3,700,000
Services
Staffing & Operations $1,947,000
Marketing & Advertising $5,000,000
Insurance & Permits $4,500,000
Total Cost $112,242,000

Table number one encompasses estimated costs for the overall or general categories for
putting on a major music festival. It shows the overall most important categories that are on the
revenue side. The total cost covers the entire festival. The categories below have been chosen
for further breakdown.

The next three tables focus on the three main components essential to a major music
festival or with the most concert data. The tables express the categories in the table above
further broken down into more specific categories.

Table 2
Breakdown of Costs
Artist Tier Estimated Cost

Headliners (2 per-day)  $32,000,000
Mid-Tier (17 per-day) $2,000,000
Supporting (17 $400,000

per-day)
Openers (20 per-day) $300,000
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Total Artist Cost $34,700,000

Artist booking is one of the most important categories, if not the most important, because
of its high cost. The numbers represent a total of approximately 56 performers, with the prices
varying vastly. This is based on popularity and demand.

Table 3
Breakdown of Production and Infrastructure Costs
Expense Estimated Cost
Stages $ 1,500,000
Lighting $1,500,000
Sound System $1,200,000
LED Screens $1,500,000
Portable Restrooms $297,500
Total Production & $5,997,000
Infrastructure

Production has become such a massive part of live music. It is vital that the festivals
organize an engaging show for their attendees or ratings and ticket sales will drop sharply.
There are many moving parts, and the proper amount of money must be spent, so it's done

correctly.
Table 4
Breakdown of Operational Costs
Expense Estimated Cost

Security $3,000,000
Medical Staff $700,000
Event Staff $660,000
Insurance $3,000,000
Marketing $5,000,000

Permits and Licenses $1,500,000
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Total Operational $13,860,000
Costs

Operational cost encompasses the bulk of staffing and other indirect requirements. These
are all essential parts of a festival because without the legalities, festivals would simply not
happen. It isn’'t the most expensive category, but it is certainly important.

Revenue

The tables below show the estimated revenue of a large-scale music festival. The
numbers were derived similarly to the costs. They were found from published industry reports,
ticket pricing, and other sites. The tables are separated into large category headers.

Table 6
Estimated Total Revenue
Revenue Category Estimated Revenue
Ticket Sales $287,000,000
Sponsorships and Brand $95,000,000
Partnerships
Food and Beverage $68,000,000
Merchandise Sales $ 24,000,000
Parking and Camping $18,000,000
Other (lockers, shuttles, VIP, $15,000,000
etc.)
Total $507,000,000
Table 7
Ticket Revenue Breakdown
Ticket type Estimated
Revenue

General Admission $144,000,000
VIP Passes $26,000,000
Camping Packages $70,000,000
Parking Passes $38,000,000

Total $287,000,000
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Ticket sales are extremely important because they make up the largest portion of the
festival's revenue. The different ticket options also have a major impact on the overall revenue
and profitability.

Table 8

Sponsorships/ Commercial Revenue Breakdown

Source Estimated
Revenue

Brand Activations $25,000,000

Livestream and Media $15,000,000

Rights

Advertising $10,000,000

Presenting Sponsors $30,000,000

Drink Partnerships $15,000,000

Total $95,000,000

Media revenue is a more modern type of revenue. It has contributed to the recent boom
of festivals and caused them to be more successful.

Table 9

Attendee Spending Revenue Breakdown

Source Estimated

Revenue

Shuttle Passes $6,000,000

Lockers and Other $4,000,000

Rentals

Food and Drink $68,000,000
Merchandise $24,000,000

Miscellaneous $5,000,000
Total $107,000,000

These sources of revenue may seem minor, but they make up a significant portion of total
revenue.

Discussion
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Overall Profitability

The findings stated above show that major music festivals are a significant expense, but
they have the potential to generate massive amounts of revenue. This project predicted that
total revenue should be far greater than the cost. The greatest amount of revenue came from
ticket sales, next was sponsorships, then food and beverage, and finally merchandise. This
showed a slight correlation with cost. Artist bookings cost the most, and the artists of the
festivals are the main driving factor in ticket sales. After artist bookings, production,
infrastructure, and staffing account for a large share of the bill, but these seem to have little
correlation to the other most expensive categories. The revenue-to-cost ratio was calculated by
dividing total revenue by total cost. The number calculated was 4.5. This means that
approximately $4.50 was made for every $1.00 spent.

The cost structure showed a partial relation with revenue generation. The highest
expense was artist booking. This is because high-profile artists are playing at these festivals.
The high-demand artists increase ticket revenue, which makes the expense worthwhile.
Infrastructure, production, and staffing also represent a substantial portion of the expense.
These costs did not appear to have a direct revenue correlation as artist booking did. These
expenses are necessary for a festival to function under their conditions, but they are not a
driving factor of ticket sales. The findings overall suggest that profitability depends on balancing
high upfront and operating costs with consumer demand, pricing strategies, sponsorship
revenue, and other supplementary revenue streams.

Even though the projected revenue did greatly exceed the estimated cost, these findings
shouldn’t be interpreted as definite or exact numbers. Additional factors come into play once the
festival is over. These costs included things such as legal services, taxes, artist hospitality, or
salaries. Because of these factors, the difference calculated between cost and revenue is better
viewed as an approximation, not a definite figure.

Artist Booking

Artist booking was found to be the largest factor in the cost. It made up about 30.9% of
the total expense. This finding reflects increasing competition among festivals and demand for
the best ‘line-up’. This shows that festivals relying on the names of the artists to bring in the
most revenue are spending a large amount on them. Artist booking is a critical part of a festival's
financial expenses. The artists are often the biggest driving factor in attendance. Artists are the
deciding factor of whether festivals are successful. This expenditure is necessary for the
success of a festival. Paying for the most popular artist may cost an obscene amount, but it is
what will support ticket sales the most. This shows that artist costs are not an expense but an
investment that boosts attendance.

Second to artist booking is production and staging. Staging has many different moving
parts, which makes it a very costly expense. Staging costs include lights, sound systems, video,
and infrastructure, totalling millions of dollars. The intensive stage props, enormous high-quality
screens, and a myriad of speakers attest to the idea that festivals are shifting towards the idea
of being a full experience. The quality of the performance is extremely important. The staging
not only takes materials but also a crew who can perfectly run those machines. This finding
demonstrates the evolution of festivals into a more immersive experience overall.

There are other factors that add to the revenue but do not seem as obvious. One of these
revenue streams is additional marketing from social media. It was discussed in the literature
review that social media and influencers are a large contributing factor to the rise in major music
festivals. They have put a spectacle on festivals, increasing the pressure for them to have these
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elaborate experiences. Attendees now expect their pricey ticket to include art installations,
brand PR, and an engaging environment. This has resulted in production spending increasing. It
is no longer solely to support performing artists but also to create experiences and encourage
social media use to strengthen the festival's image.

Operations

The results also demonstrate the immense complexity that comes with operating a major
music festival. Festivals must hire large amounts of staff for safety and to manage legalities.
These categories, such as utilities, permits, medical services, marketing, and more, may only
cost a fraction of the budget each, but when added together, they make up a substantial amount
of the budget.

These costs are usually fixed and not avoidable, but the size of the festival does affect a
few. Requirements such as medical staff, security, and hospitality staff are required, but the size
of each does vary with the size of the festival. It is also required to get various types of permits
to hold a music festival. Because of this, festival organizers must have significant financial
resources before deciding the size of the festival or operating one at all. The operations of a
festival are extremely important because of all the legalities.

Revenue

The findings show the importance of diversified revenue streams. Ticket sales did
generate the largest portion of estimated revenue; the other factors, such as parking, VIP,
sponsorships, merchandise, and food and beverage, all together made a very substantial part of
the revenue. This is important because it reduces dependence on ticket sales alone. Ticket
sales are necessary to bring in initial revenue, but relying too heavily on them could lead to
higher ticket prices, making the festival unaffordable. Diverse revenue streams allow the festival
to generate income without placing all financial needs on ticket sales.

As shown in the literature review, festivals have evolved. Festivals today have become
large experiences encompassing food, merchandise, VIP treatment, brand partnerships, and
other activities. All these new aspects create new revenue streams.

Sponsorships also contribute to this new change. They let companies reach a larger
audience. This is extremely valuable, so festivals will pay a lot to become a part of the event.
The revenue estimated from sponsorships shows how festivals are not only entertainment but
also brand promotion platforms. Overall, the findings show how the festival industry shifted from
a primary ticket-based model toward a more diverse business model.

Limitations

This study has several limitations; that should be considered when interpreting all
findings. Firstly, major festivals do not publish an exact outline of every cost, so an estimate was
made. If possible, estimates were based on industry records, but not all were, so assumptions
were necessary. Second, this examination was pulled from multiple different large-scale
festivals, meaning there is no singular festival that costs this exact amount; it is hypothetical.
Many of the elements do depend on geographical location, making it different for each festival.
Lastly, the analysis was centered on the direct operating expenses and the biggest revenue
streams. Factors such as tax, corporate overhead, and debt obligations were not included in the
scope of elements in this study. Despite these limitations, the study is still applicable. It gives
potential festival operators a rough starting idea of how much it would cost to create their own
festival. Additionally, this helps to see the breakdown of the costs.

Conclusion
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The findings demonstrate that when attendance is strong and there are multiple sources
of revenue, major music festivals can be highly profitable. Achieving that profitability does not
come without its expenses. This requires a large amount of money to begin with. It also requires
intense money management. This revenue comes from balancing operating costs with
diversified revenue sources. It is very important to have diversified revenue sources and not just
rely on ticket sales. Most successful festivals do this. Creating an experience through
sponsorships and premium offerings is what will carry a festival further than ones that focus
solely on production and artists. The research done above can be used in moderation to create
or frame out a large-scale festival. These estimates are a good way to start planning or
developing a festival. Major festivals have changed along with their financial structure, so having
an up-to-date layout of their expenses is imperative to start planning. Major Festivals can be
profitable under strong attendance and sponsorship conditions, but the results depend heavily
on assumptions, cost control, and whether revenue estimates reflect true festival income rather
than broader economic activity. We see through the data how much music festivals have truly
changed. They started as festivals such as Woodstock that were centered around music, to
modern-day festivals such as Coachella that have so many more aspects to them. The festival
market is constantly changing with all the new technology being created, but the industry will
hold strong for a long time because of the community it creates.
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