
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rjpa20

Journal of the American Planning Association

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rjpa20

Why Latino Vendor Markets Matter
Selected Case Studies of California and Texas

Edna Ledesma & Cecilia Giusti

To cite this article: Edna Ledesma & Cecilia Giusti (2021) Why Latino Vendor
Markets Matter, Journal of the American Planning Association, 87:3, 341-353, DOI:
10.1080/01944363.2020.1851288

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2020.1851288

View supplementary material 

Published online: 03 Feb 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 166

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 2 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rjpa20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rjpa20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/01944363.2020.1851288
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2020.1851288
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/01944363.2020.1851288
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/01944363.2020.1851288
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjpa20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjpa20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01944363.2020.1851288
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01944363.2020.1851288
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01944363.2020.1851288&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-02-03
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01944363.2020.1851288&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-02-03
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/01944363.2020.1851288#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/01944363.2020.1851288#tabModule


Why Latino Vendor Markets
Matter
Selected Case Studies of California and Texas

Edna Ledesma Cecilia Giusti

ABSTRACT
Problem, research strategy, and findings: Markets have been central to civilization, fostering trade and
social life. Although markets take a variety of forms and sizes, existing planning research does not
engage with flea markets and swap meets. In this study we explore four Latino vendor markets (LVMs),
classified as flea markets or swap meets, in two predominantly Latino states, California and Texas. We
analyze Latino vendor markets through the lens of place attachment from three perspectives: basic eco-
nomic activity, social and human interactions, and their physical setting. We draw our results from 198
surveys with vendors and customers, interviews with key informants, and detailed on-site observations.
We find that LVMs are vibrant and lively places where attachment and feelings of belonging manifest; we
identify them as one-stop shops and places of purposeful interactions. Our findings are limited by the
scope of the geographic focus of the research.

Takeaway for practice: Forward thinking in planning pushes away from a legacy of exclusionary practices
and into an inclusive approach. Our study gives planners a better understanding of how LVMs work and
their capacity to create place attachment in the process of providing for basic needs. Planners should
embrace the presence of a critical mass of people as an opportunity to support community development
at the markets and reach out to and support hard-to-reach populations.

Keywords: flea markets, Latinos, place attachment, swap meets, vendors

Markets have been central to civilization, fos-
tering trade and social life (Morales, 2011),
and have been the subject of planning
research worldwide (M€ortenb€ock &

Mooshammer, 2015). Markets can take a variety of forms
and sizes. Flea markets or swap meets are a particular
type of market little researched in planning, with some
exceptions (Morales, 2009, 2011). As evidence of their
relevance, in 2015 there were 1,237 registered flea mar-
kets and swap meets in the United States (Reference
USA, 2015), and their contribution to local character and
economies should not be dismissed. Many are concen-
trated in southernmost states like California and Texas
(Figure 1).

Latino vendor markets (LVMs), classified in the
United States as flea markets or swap meets, are the
focus of our study. We research to what extent LVMs
represent everyday spaces that have the potential to
embody the richness and vibrancy of local communities
(Chase et al., 2008; Rojas, 1991). We study these markets
from a planning perspective to provide lessons on how
to support community and economic development at
the local level. Specifically, we investigate four LVMs

from three perspectives: 1) basic economic activity, 2)
social and human interactions, and 3) their physical set-
ting. To paraphrase Jane Jacobs,1 it is to these people
and their activities, goals, and plans the planners should
attend, not the other way around. Our findings show
how LVMs offer a mix of amenities along with the provi-
sion of goods and services, equivalent to traditional
main streets, resulting in feelings of belonging. Planners
should integrate LVMs into economic, neighborhood,
and community elements of comprehensive planning.

We begin with a brief overview of LVMs in the
United States, focusing on California and Texas. We then
review the literature on place attachment and propose
a theoretical framework for analyzing it in the context of
LVMs based on dependence, networks, and acceptance
indicators. Our methodology uses site observations, a
survey of customers and vendors (a total of 198
responses), and key informant interviews (n¼ 4).
Following a presentation of our major findings, we con-
clude with policy recommendations for city planners to
address the social and economic needs of Latinos2 and
the larger communities they are part of through local
economic development and community development
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strategies. We show how LVMs address people’s needs
and how, in doing so, they are in enriching the city.

Latino Vendor Markets
Latinos comprise one of the largest and fastest growing
ethnic minorities in the United States (Irvine, 2012), yet
the planning literature has paid little attention to their
contribution to constructing and appropriating space,
more specifically the connection between the Latino
construction of space and the “right to the city”
approach (Brenner, 2000; Douglass et al., 1998;
Friedmann, 2002; Holston, 1999; McCann, 2002; Mitchell,
2003; Purcell, 2003, 2008; Rios, 2013; Rios et al., 2012).
One pervasive barrier to including this demographic
in planning is the lack of understanding how these
communities socially construct place (Diaz & Torres,
2012; Gonz�alez, 2017; Lara, 2018; Rios et al., 2012). LVMs
illustrate the importance of attachment in the social
construction of place.

Markets have historically existed in multiple forms
to serve various functions. Flea markets in particular are
a form of buyer–seller exchange that some argue

closely resemble the oldest forms of exchange outside
the household (Beals, 1975; Belk et al., 1988; Geertz,
1963). During the mid-20th century, markets declined in
cities due to the growth of the grocery store industry
(Mayo, 1993; Pyle, 1971). Technological advances
allowed for mass distribution of products that for a long
time were only accessible locally at markets. At the
same time, suburban malls emerged as a model of
commerce and exchange that tried to replicate ele-
ments of urban life (Gillette, 1985), much like new
urbanist developments aim to recreate a nostalgia for
city centers (Audirac et al., 1990).

Early studies in the United States brought attention
to markets as “action scenes” (Maisel, 1974) that have
evolved over time in response to societal needs (Pyle,
1971). Research later shifted to focus on market economic
activity (McCrohan & Smith, 1987; Morales et al., 1995;
Sherry, 1990). More recent studies emphasize the cultural
and social values that markets offer to immigrant com-
munities (Abrams, 2007; Dean et al., 2011; Guerrero, 2008;
Morales, 2009; Petrescu & Bhatli, 2013). These studies
broaden the discourse by suggesting that markets offer
immigrant visitors something beyond an economic

Figure 1. Registered flea markets and swap meets by state. Source: Reference USA, 2015.

Journal of the American Planning Association 2021 | Volume 87 Number 3342



benefit, exploring the synergy between human and finan-
cial capital primarily through an anthropological lens.

Urban planners have seen local markets mostly
from the perspective of land use and/or zoning ordinan-
ces and have identified the contribution of farmers’
markets to the local economy (Morales & Kettles, 2009a,
2009b). Few, however, explore the links between flea
markets, swap meets, and open spaces in the urban
planning literature (Juarez, 2011; Morales, 2011). Our
study builds on the work of Morales, who examines
how economic practices are embedded in the social
organization of markets and argues that planners
should develop an integrated planning approach to
support all market types (Morales, 2009, 2011; Morales
et al., 1995). Following Morales’s work, three anthropo-
logical studies examine markets in the context of
Latinos in California and Texas (Dean et al., 2011; Nock,
2009; V�azquez-Medina & Medina, 2016). They emphasize
the social and economic benefits of LVMs by analyzing
human capital, place, and identity (Dean et al., 2011;
Nock, 2009; V�azquez-Medina & Medina, 2016). As case
studies, they link the human and economic dimensions
of market environments in the Latino context. Our study
further explores the actual spaces LVMs create, focusing
on the connections between the physical settings and
their socioeconomic and cultural values. This is espe-
cially relevant in the context of marginalized ethnic
minorities for whom flea markets are an affordable
opportunity to access goods and services. Latino com-
munities are one example.

City Planning and Place Attachment
As economic entities, planning has analyzed markets
from an economic development lens. To expand this
approach, we explore the capacity of LVMs to create
places that serve people beyond economic needs
through social relations, a sense of identity, and, ultim-
ately, by fostering a sense of belonging. We study mar-
kets where people may share a sense of identify with
others based on factors such as place and ethnicity
(Owens et al., 2010; Peterson et al., 2020) and respond
to the call for more robust engagement of the interplay
of values, practices, and knowledge creation (Hustedde,
1998; Peterson & Knopf, 2016; Peterson et al., 2020).

A sense of belonging is a key component to creat-
ing place (Main, 2012; Rios et al., 2012). One way to
identify feelings of belonging in Latino markets is
through the lens of attachment. The history of urban
renewal demonstrates a disruption to place attachment
can negatively affect individual and public health as
well as community economic development (Fullilove,
2004; Goldstein, 2017). Fortunately, despite increased
mobility and globalization, people continue to form
strong attachments to place (Lewicka, 2011). We argue

that considering those attachments can help planners
reinforce and support the evolution of such places in a
way that does not disrupt their social and cultural value.

The field of anthropology has synthesized place
attachment as a multidimensional concept involving
patterns of emotions (affect, cognitive, and practice),
settings (varying in scale, specificity, and tangibility), dif-
ferent actors (individuals, groups, and cultures), different
social relations (individuals, groups, and cultures), and
temporal aspects (linear and cyclical; Altman & Low,
1992; Manzo & Devine-Wright, 2013). Planning scholars
can contribute to research on attachment by consider-
ing the role of the physical nature of places in the pro-
cess of creating attachment (Lewicka, 2011), in addition
to the aforementioned patterns. To further this
approach in the context of planning, we look at place
attachment as an affective bonding of people to places
(Altman & Low, 1992).

Existing attachment models do not present suffi-
cient tools for exploring the links between the eco-
nomic, social, and physical dimensions of place in
markets. Some have an underdeveloped sense of inter-
action between people in place, addressing action
instead of interaction (Arefi, 2014; Mihaylov & Perkins,
2013); others make inadequate assumptions about
behavior (Scannell & Gifford, 2010). Some even argue
that attachment models are not useful because they
tend to be based on the fixity and stability of the built
environment (Di Masso et al., 2019). These models
assume that the relationship between place attachment
and behavior is linear, ignoring the dynamic interrela-
tions among mind, culture, and environment (Raymond
et al., 2017).

Responding to these limitations, we propose a
model that allows for a systematic understanding of
markets from an attachment perspective. Our model
identifies place attachment based on three indicators:
dependence, networks, and acceptance, as Figure 2 illus-
trates. Fundamentally, an association with a place can
be a product of dependence (Mihaylov & Perkins, 2013).
It is a state of reliance on or association with something
that fulfills basic economic needs. Our model assumes
that markets fulfill a basic need for financial security (for
vendors) and provide necessary supplies (for custom-
ers). Although dependence does not constitute attach-
ment (Mihaylov & Perkins, 2013), the degree of
dependence on a place could be an indicator of the
need to associate with a market.

As market interactions occur, people make connec-
tions in that physical space. We call these networks; they
can be geographical or personal, with different levels of
intensity. Social interactions have been shown to
reinforce connections and a sense of place and to sup-
port rich urban life (Gehl, 1971; A. B. Jacobs, 1995; J.
Jacobs, 1961; Mazumdar et al., 2000). Our concept of
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networks looks beyond mere economic interactions and
addresses how comingling in a physical space can
develop attachment.

These networks may result (or not) in a sense of
acceptance, the third and highest attachment indicator
in our model. This concept is qualitative and ephemeral
and emphasizes how a territory might unify a group
through collective memory (Relph, 1976). Acceptance,
in our model, is the act or process of being welcomed
or admitted into a group. Feelings of belonging and
safety, for both vendors and customers, are indicators of
acceptance within LVMs. In what follows, we summarize
how we operationalize these indicators in our model.

Dependence
For customers, we determine dependence using two
variables: income, measured as the percentage of peo-
ple below the national poverty line; and length of asso-
ciation to the market, measured by the percentage of
people who have visited the market in the past 10 years.
For vendors, we use these same variables and add the
percentage of vendors who declared their market earn-
ings as their primary income.

Networks
We define two types of networks for both customers
and vendors: geographic and personal. Geographic net-
works are defined by how far people travel to vend or
visit the market (in miles). Personal networks are deter-
mined by familial and friendship ties (per the survey
respondents). Overall, networks represent a connector
between dependence and the indicators of attachment
and acceptance.

Acceptance
This indicator looks at how welcoming the markets are
to a specific population, in this case Latinos. We identify

acceptance for vendors and customers through lan-
guage, a sense of safety and belonging, public outreach,
online forums, and cultural expression. For vendors
we add institutional frameworks (for example, market
management and city ordinances) that support their
operations.

Selecting Latino Vendor Markets in
California and Texas
We followed a naturalistic approach for our fieldwork
and data collection, as Belk et al. (1988) applies to
explore markets in Southern California. This means that
their study did not specify a sample a priori; instead,
they selected each unit based on the researchers’ expe-
riences with previously sampled units, which could be
people, times, places, or institutions. The naturalistic
research design allowed them to continuously adjust
the sample to focus on those units of analysis that were
more prevalent in the field (Belk et al., 1988). For our
study, using a naturalistic approach allowed us to theor-
ize from the field to understand cultural processes and
arrive at logical and atypical findings (Earls, 1986; Geertz,
1973; Rule & John, 2015).

Our study focuses on areas with a high concentra-
tion of Latinos, our target population. The highest con-
centration was along the U.S.–Mexico border, with
numbers decreasing as we moved north. To capture
this fact, we tested the research design both in border
counties (San Diego County [CA]3 and Cameron County
[TX]) and in urban contexts to the north (Los Angeles
County [CA] and Harris County [TX]).

We used five conditions to select the markets: 1)
they had to be registered4 and identifiable through
multiple data sources; 2) they corresponded to the
North American Industry Classification System (NAICS;
U.S. Census Bureau, 2017) code 453310, “used merchan-
dise stores,” the official classification for flea markets and

Figure 2. Place attachment model.
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swap meets; 3) they were open-air,5 because these have
been classified as derivative of traditional market typolo-
gies (Abrahams, 1986; V�azquez-Medina & Medina, 2016);
4) they had to be operating for more than 10 years; and
5) they had a minimum of 500 vendor stalls, ensuring
that the study compared sample groups of similar size
and had various spaces for spatial analysis
(Whyte, 1980).

A total of 13 markets met the outlined selection cri-
teria: 4 in Los Angeles County, 4 in Harris County, 4 in
San Diego County, and 1 in Cameron County. Following
Belk et al.’s (1988) sample methodology, we visited the
markets for preliminary fieldwork to identify potential
units of analysis. Some markets, though they had an
outdoor facility, had a much larger indoor component.
We focused on markets with more outdoor facilities (for
example, the Alameda Swap Meet in Los Angeles
County and the Houston Flea Market in Harris County).
We also observed the physical infrastructure on-site and
looked specifically for a common area; we then filtered
out the markets that lacked one. Finally, we purposely
selected one market per area.

We selected the Spring Valley Swap Meet (San
Diego County) and the Seventy-Seven Flea Market
(Cameron County) for the border case studies. For the
two northern case studies we chose the Roadium Open
Air Market (Los Angeles County) and Sunny Flea Market
(Harris County). See Technical Appendix A for maps of
the selected markets.

We visited the markets over a 4-month period dur-
ing the spring and summer of 2015. Primary data col-
lected included numerous on-site observations, 198
vendor and customer surveys, and four key informant
interviews with market management and city planning
officials. Secondary data included U.S. Census data,
Reference USA, Yelp, business websites, and vendors’
and market-related Facebook pages.

We created survey instruments to help define the
profile of the place and the people at the markets, bas-
ing our questions on the variables explored in other
market studies (Belk et al., 1988; Morales et al., 1995).6

Specifically, we created two survey instruments: one for
customers and one for vendors. We administered sur-
veys in person, in English and Spanish, and collected a
total of 120 vendor and 78 customer surveys. The con-
sumer survey contained 29 questions focusing on space
(12 questions), social factors (9 questions), economics (7
questions), and general demographics (8 questions). We
approached customers in rest areas or pedestrian corri-
dor intersections at each market, where customers
tended to cluster, and selected at random by approach-
ing every fourth person. Customers were less willing to
stop and answer the survey questionnaire, even though
there were more customers than vendors at all of
the markets.

The vendor survey contained 57 questions focusing
on space (12 questions), social factors (5 questions),
institutional frameworks (13 questions), economics (18
questions), and general demographics (9 questions). We
applied a stratified random sampling method to ensure
the study sampled evenly across the actual vendor
population and spatial distribution at the market.
Markets are typically organized along multiple rows of
vendor stalls. After identifying the number of rows
in each of the markets (11 in Los Angeles County, 3 in
Harris County, 10 in San Diego County, and 9 in
Cameron County), we sampled an equal but random
number of vendors per row by choosing every fifth
vendor stall. If the randomly selected vendor did not
wish to participate in the survey, we proceeded to the
following vendor stall number. Based on the stratified
sample and the potential sample pool, the vendor sur-
vey response rate ranged from 10% (Cameron County)
to 25% (Los Angeles County). We attribute vendors’ will-
ingness to participate in the survey to two factors: There
was a level of perceived trust when the interviewer was
a Spanish-speaking Latina, and vendors wanted to dis-
cuss the market’s operations.

The Cameron County market was most familiar to
the research team, so we piloted the vendor and cus-
tomer surveys there. One author and one research
assistant conducted the first surveys. We visited each
market for fieldwork over the weekends (both Saturdays
and Sundays) for one month, for a total of 4months of
fieldwork for the four markets.

We recorded on-site observations of both vendors
and customers through photography, video recordings,
head counts, and drawings of spatial flow patterns. We
visited each market a minimum of four times to identify
target observation zones and peak hours of foot traffic
inside and outside. The preliminary visits focused on
identifying a) primary and secondary entrances based
on market designation and people flow, b) common
spaces such as resting and eating areas, and c) remain-
ing areas where people tend to gather for a variety of
reasons. Observations at the primary entrances lasted
about 1 h each to count the number of people entering
at both peak and nonpeak hours. We observed manag-
ers and institutions in action, such as when they made
intercom announcements. The fieldwork data collection
also included audio recordings of announcements to
capture the frequency and content of the manage-
ment’s actions.

We interviewed city officials and market manage-
ment using a predesigned interview guide. City officials
were selected from the local municipality web directo-
ries, whereas we approached management at the
selected sites. Interview questions for city officials
focused on identifying any support or resources the city
provided to the markets. Questions for market
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management focused on identifying market support for
vendors and the history of physical improvements to
the markets.

We coded survey responses according to an appro-
priate measurement scale for each question response
and used general themes to code results from open-
ended questions. We extracted objective and subjective
data from the survey data set in support of a mixed
methods analysis. Our study summarizes basic demo-
graphic data from customers and vendors in the sample
using descriptive statistics. Qualitative analysis focused
on defining and gauging the level of place attachment
for both consumers and vendors at the markets and the
role of the city in facilitating their operation.

We are aware of several potential shortcomings
from the methods as described. This study was limited
in scope by focusing on a specific geographic context;
however, the methodology we use could be applied
elsewhere. The relatively small sample size, 40 to 50
vendors and customers per market, was limited by the
time frame of the study, which focused on completing
the fieldwork during summer—peak visiting time for
outdoor markets—and by the number of weekends we
visited each market. The limited numerical sample data
only allowed for basic descriptive statistics; we triangu-
late the data with qualitative sample data and spatial
analysis to address this limitation. Finally, we acknow-
ledge the limitations in presenting findings related to
immigrant communities because this research was con-
ducted in 2015, when anti-immigrant sentiment was
profound but not as exacerbated as it is today.

The research complied with the human research
protocol of the federally mandated institutional review
board. We received approval for the research on May
12, 2015. We only studied individuals already at the
selected Latino vendor market sites, and we only
sampled and interviewed adults over the age of 18.

Latino Vendor Markets Are Places
for Attachment
Three main findings emerged from the study that con-
tribute to understanding attachment to markets in the
planning field: 1) LVMs perform as one-stop shops
where a variety of goods and services are offered; this

obviates the need for customers to shop elsewhere and
encourages visitors to spend more time at the market,
providing more opportunities for attachment. 2) LVMs
are places where interactions happen with a purpose;
they are intentional, multigenerational, long sustained,
and geographically spread (binational). 3) Customers
felt safe, vendors felt welcomed, and the management
intentionally supported and encouraged this at the
four LVMs.

One-Stop Shops
LVMs serve as one-stop shops for both customers and
vendors. These predominately cash economies offered
customers various goods and services. Clothing (NAICS
4481, the most prominent sector), accounted for
approximately 20% to 30% of the on-site market inven-
tory; food and other services accounted for 4% to 14%
of the total market inventories. For example, we found
19 different services at the Los Angeles County market.
These included funeral services, life insurance, telecom-
munications, and repair services. Technical Appendix B
includes a full listing of products purchased by sector.

Our research finds that the current official NAICS
classification of these markets as places for secondhand
goods is inaccurate. In these four markets secondhand
goods represented only a portion of the supply, ranging
from a low of 5% in Los Angeles County up to 32% in
San Diego County, as Table 1 shows.

As one-stop shops, LVMs are busy places that host
700 to 1,400 vendors. Occupancy rates were high, and
there were few vacant slots. Visitor numbers range from
10,000 to 50,000 on weekends, which is when most
LVMs operate, with typical hours of 7 a.m. to 6 p.m.
(only the Los Angeles County market was open daily).
We found that as weekend operations, markets allow
customers and vendors to maximize access to
these places.

The physical space also contributes to the one-stop
shop character of these markets. LVMs are typically
located outside of city centers, off highways and major
arterial roads. The four markets we studied were located
on properties ranging from 12 to 74 acres outside city
limits, making these operations economically viable. The
fact that 97% of all customers surveyed stated that they

Table 1. Market visitors, occupancy, and used goods.

Market
No. weekend

visitors Total stalls
Occupied

stalls
Occupancy
rate (%)

Used goods
stalls

% Used
goods

Los Angeles County 10,000 617 565 91.6 28 5

Harris County 50,000 717 665 92.7 53 8

San Diego County 20,000 1,168 836 71.6 271 32

Cameron County 30,000 1,461 1,269 86.9 136 11
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traveled to these markets in their private vehicles may
indicate an issue worth further research.

One-stop shops appeal to a wide variety of socio-
economic groups. We find that a larger portion of cus-
tomers in the border markets, 18% in San Diego County
and 29% in Cameron County, lived below the poverty
line, compared with the inland cases (9% and 8%). For
the northern markets, a larger portion of customers
(45% in Los Angeles County and 33% in Harris County)
had incomes higher than $40,000 per year. Vendors had
a slightly different profile. As Table 2 shows, our data
confirm that LVMs provided income opportunities for a
predominantly low-income vendor population: 23% of
the vendors declared incomes below the national pov-
erty line, and 78% had a per capita income of $40,000
or less. The economic dependence of vendors at the
market was reinforced by 61% of the sample stating
that vending at the market was their primary source
of income.

One-stop shops give customers a reason to return
to the markets; this is a necessary but insufficient condi-
tion for creating attachment. As Table 2 shows, more
than 50% of customers in the California markets had vis-
ited them for more than 10 years. Customers typically
visited one weekend per month, for an average of 1 to
6months out of the year. Market visits were most fre-
quent on Sundays; some vendors stated that families
liked to visit the markets after attending church. Harris
County customers were an exception, with 75% of the
sample stating they typically visited the market on both
Saturdays and Sundays.

Like customers, vendors kept coming back. As
Table 2 shows, more than 30% of vendors in California

had been operating at the market for more than
10 years, a survival rate on a par with national new busi-
ness statistics.7 Some vendors exceeded the 10-year
threshold; for example, one vendor at the Los Angeles
County market had been operating his business for
32 years. Vending at the market had been his primary
source of income since losing his job outside the mar-
ket in 1990; renting a vendor booth was affordable,
making it easier to sustain a business at the market. The
daily rental fee for a standard stall ranged across the
markets: $15 at the two border markets, $24 at the
Harris County market, and $58 at the Los Angeles
County market.

Places of Interaction
As one-stop shops, some might argue that LVMs resem-
ble suburban malls and new urbanist developments in
replicating elements of city centers (Duany, 1991;
Gillette, 1985; Katz, 1994; Talen, 2005). Yet LVMs are dif-
ferent. They are temporal, have less infrastructure, and
foster interactions that are conducive to a sense of
belonging. We found purposeful, intentional, multigen-
erational, mixed-ethnicity, and mixed-income exchanges
in the LVMs. This variety of interactions encouraged
attachment to these places. A key unit of analysis rele-
vant for interactions was the presence of a nonhomoge-
neous Latino population. Although most customers and
vendors were immigrants (70%), U.S.-born Latinos also
used the markets. We found a more homogeneous
population, predominately Mexican, in the border mar-
kets, whereas the northern markets hosted a broader
immigrant pool, including people from El Salvador,

Table 2. Dependence and network indicators.

Indicator People Variable

Los Angeles
County,
n (%)

Harris
County,
n (%)

San Diego
County,
n (%)

Cameron
County,
n (%)

Dependence Customers Living below poverty 1 (9) 1 (8) 2 (18) 4 (29)

Have visited the market for >10 years 8 (53) 1 (5) 10 (50) 4 (17)

Vendors Living below poverty 5 (25) 1 (6) 5 (28) 6 (35)

Have been vending at the market for >10 years 11 (36) 5 (17) 8 (31) 7 (24)

Market earnings are primary source of income 23 (72) 17 (59) 16 (55) 17 (57)

Networks Customers Reside in a different city 15 (100) 5 (25) 11 (55) 7 (30)

Reside in Mexico 0 (0) 2 (10) 4 (20) 5 (22)

Visited the market with family 23 (100) 23 (93) 13 (72) 26 (96)

Vendors Reside in a different city 32 (100) 3 (10) 21 (72) 6 (20)

Reside in Mexico 0 (0) 0 (0) 3 (10) 5 (17)

Have family vending at market in a different stall 8 (25) 10 (36) 4 (15) 13 (43)

Acceptance Customers Perception of safety at the market 13 (87) 13 (68) 20 (100) 22 (100)

Vendors Perception of safety at the market 28 (88) 20 (71) 26 (90) 27 (90)
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Honduras, Ecuador, and Guatemala. For example, one
Honduran immigrant vendor stated:

I arrived at this country to work for someone. I quickly
realized that I could be my own boss and build my life
the way I wanted. At this market you will find the most
beautiful people and it is filled with opportunities.…
You are doing a beautiful study; not all Latinos are the
same, and the world needs to know that it is because
of [Latinos] that this country is what it is today.

Nevertheless, non-Latinos also visited the markets,
accounting for 6% of the vendor and customer sample.
Technical Appendix C provides a summary table of the
vendor and customer demographics.

The presence of multigenerational visitors at the
markets also indicated the type of personal networks
that reinforced interactions. Family members typically
introduced customers to the markets: San Diego
County (58%), Cameron County (57%), Los Angeles
County (67%), and Harris County (90%). We found ven-
dors working alongside a family member or who had
family vending at different stalls in the same market. For
example, in the Texas markets more vendors answered
“yes” to having related vendors selling at a different stall
in the market (Cameron, 43%; Harris, 36%). It was typical
for children to accompany vendors.

We found that familial ties among customers and
vendors further contributed to age diversity at the mar-
kets and supported building multigenerational interac-
tions. Most walk-ins we observed at peak hour were
adults with children or multigenerational families: 73%
in Cameron County, 57% in Los Angeles County, 50% in
San Diego County, and 52% in Harris County fell into
these two categories.

We found binational (Mexico–U.S.) geographic net-
works among customers and vendors. Binational net-
works can reinforce the economic vitality of the market
users and widen the reach of the markets to vendors
and customers from multiple regions. As Table 2 shows,
a non-negligible portion of customers resided in
Mexico: San Diego County (20%), Cameron County
(22%), and Harris County (10%). An interesting finding is
that border markets had an influx of Mexican residents
shopping for items to resell in Mexico. Residents of
Mexico sampled at the Harris County market visited the
market with family members who resided locally.
Among vendors at the border markets, 17% in Cameron
County and 10% in San Diego County resided in
Mexico. The profits had a greater effect for vendors
when they took their earnings back to Mexico. For
example, one vendor in the Cameron County market
stated that his primary income in Mexico was 6,000
Mexican pesos per month (approximately US$355). He
earned an estimated US$200 dollars per week at the

market; therefore, his potential monthly market earnings
of $800 would triple his income.

Places of Safety and Belonging
We found that LVMs are safe and welcoming for the
Latino community. To better capture this, we describe
four elements: 1) cultural expression, 2) physical space,
3) institutional framework, and 4) public outreach.

We found that cultural elements reinforced feelings
of belonging, despite the overall diversity of national-
ities. As backed by the literature, a member of a com-
munity does not experience a sense of solidarity with
one group but many (Peterson & Knopf, 2016; Peterson
et al., 2020). Specifically, the Spanish language and
idiomatic expressions were prevalent in the four mar-
kets. The signage, musical bands performing at the mar-
kets, and conversations we overheard during our
observations all showed that Spanish was the market
language of choice. Further, 69% of vendors and 71% of
customers chose to answer the survey questionnaire in
Spanish, as Technical Appendix C shows.

Another cultural element we found was the dis-
tinctive Latino merchandise sold at the markets. That
included imported artisanal goods, traditional cooking
spices mostly from—but not restricted to—Mexico, eth-
nic quilts, sarapes (traditional Mexican blankets), hand-
bags, hammocks, and ceramic religious relics. We can
infer that these native goods stimulated heritage of the
homeland (Lewicka, 2014). Vendors expressed pride in
the unique aspects of each commodity as a work of art;
for customers, it was a reminder of a land left behind.

The food at each market corresponded to its
unique Latino character. Specifically, we found tacos,
pupusas, and traditional snacks such as fresh cut-up
fruit, aguas frescas (fresh fruit drinks), and popsicles,
among other items. These foods were a catalyst for
interaction and became a significant form of cultural
expression at markets.

The layout of the markets and its amenities contrib-
uted to the sense of belonging. We found the four
LVMs to be family oriented. For example, as Figure 3
shows, the Harris County market had play areas flanked
with seating for families to sit and watch their children
play freely. Other attractions included a pony and a
carousel ride. The other three markets also had equiva-
lent spaces tailored to encourage family gatherings.

The four markets provided an institutional safe-
guard for vendors. This meant, first and foremost, a safe
space to vend. This included the actual space and the
logistics to set up the stalls each weekend during oper-
ation hours. Table 2 shows that 71% to 90% of vendors
felt safe at the selected markets. Market management
actively supported the vending experience, for both
vendors and customers; for example, attending to
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potential needs that may have emerged around the
market during operation hours. This is shown by our
survey; Table 2 shows that 100% of customers in the
two border markets felt safe while visiting the markets.

At the time of our study, Los Angeles had a strict
ordinance against street vending across the city (Los
Angeles Municipal Code section 42.00; American Legal
Publishing Corporation, 2020); in this context, LVMs pro-
vided institutional protection for vendors. One vendor,
pictured in Figure 4, explained that after arriving to the
United States from Mexico with six children, the family
made a living by selling gum and toys on the street. If
the police caught them vending in unauthorized areas,
their merchandise would be confiscated, and they could
be fined. Vending at the market became a way to avoid
these risks. She stated, “Our livelihood is in this truck; we
have to protect our goods in order to survive.”

Supportive market management frameworks
included services aimed at ensuring vendor satisfaction.
For example, to remove location bias for vendors, the
Los Angeles County market auctioned 1-day leases for
vendor stalls for those not wanting to commit to a
monthly or yearly lease. However, we also found that at
least in the Harris County market, vendors expressed
concerns regarding management’s unequal enforce-
ment of rules. During the survey, one vendor stated that
to maximize opportunities for new business entries at
the market, all vendors are limited to renting a

maximum of three stalls. According to the vendor, this
rule was on paper but did not appear to apply to all.

Another institutional support element found in these
markets was active and continuous communication
between management and market users. For example, in
Cameron County the market management used the inter-
com system to announce day laborers soliciting work at
the market. They invited vendors to inquire with manage-
ment about these potential hires. According to the man-
agement, they focused on building relationships with
vendors based on trust. We did not observe the same
degree of dialog on-site at the Harris County, Los Angeles
County, and San Diego County markets.

In all four markets we found that management made
strong efforts to ensure their customers and vendors felt
appreciated and that newcomers felt welcomed through
public outreach. Social media was an established mechan-
ism for reinforcing acceptance. All four markets had a
social media presence through their official business
Facebook pages. They used this medium to communicate
in both English and Spanish with their customers and ven-
dors, announce events, promote vendors, and advertise
leasable spaces. These were vital, active communica-
tion platforms.

An interesting case in this regard was the Los
Angeles County market. It used Facebook to profile ven-
dors weekly through an initiative called the “Vendor Love
Interviews” (Roadium, 2016). The profile consisted of a

Figure 3. Layout and amenities at the Harris County market.
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picture of the vendor and anecdotal responses to a series
of questions. They typically showcased immigrant vendors
sharing their motivation for selling at the market. For his
“Vendor Love Interview,” one vendor explained:

I enjoy waking up every morning and knowing I am in
charge of my own future. I am my own boss. Attending
school in Mexico is pointless if there are no jobs waiting
when you’re done. I came to the United States for a better
future. My friend is a wholesale vendor. He told me to go
to the Roadium and try it. I used my savings to buy some
pallets from him, and the rest is history. (Roadium, 2016)

The Harris County market used a similar method
and featured vendor profiles on its Facebook page.
They used media to allow followers to connect at a
human level with stories of survival. This was an institu-
tionalized form of support for their vendors and, at the
same time, a way for them to encourage newcomers to
enter into a new business venture at the market. The
border markets advertised events and merchandise for
sale at the markets but did not include personal infor-
mation about their vendors on their pages.

Considering the body of literature and our empirical
study, we can see that marketplaces are much more than
economic constructions, suited to arms-length entrepre-
neurship and economic transactions. The marketplaces we

studied are part of the infrastructure of human flourishing;
people root to them and grow from them, economically,
socially, and politically. As such, planners have an obliga-
tion to take time to learn more about them and develop
policies for better integration into the local community.

Key Recommendations for Planners
Markets are not a new topic in planning, nor is the nos-
talgia of place in the form of markets. The new urbanism
movement has pushed for planning places that appeal
to memory (Duany, 1991; Katz, 1994; Talen, 2005), but
this has been criticized as a Western approach and exclu-
sionary based on socioeconomic status (Gonz�alez, 2017).
However, we find that LVMs respond inclusively to the
need for a sense of place or sense of belonging. They
emerge as a type of market that allows for marginalized
populations to find safe places where they belong. More
specifically, as 21st-century planning pushes against its
legacy of exclusionary practices, planners can learn from
place attachment research to better tap into both quali-
tative and quantitative understanding of communities.

Here we focus on describing LVMs as places and
then exploring when and whether place attachment
actually manifested there. Our research findings strongly
suggest the following lessons for planners. First, because
LVMs are one-stop shops, they far exceed their actual

Figure 4. Los Angeles market vendor with her children. Photo by Edna Ledesma, 2015.
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NAICS classification as places for the sole exchange of
used goods. These markets offer a variety of goods and
services, covering a variety of sectors, that are attractive
to a mostly loyal customer and vendor base. Thus, plan-
ners should approach market vendors as business own-
ers and micro-entrepreneurs. Planners could support
these entrepreneurs with technical advice and financial
training and make financial services available to market
vendors. Planners could also focus on providing resour-
ces for small business incubation or growth through
financial literacy training and small business loans.
Connection with small business development centers
and chamber of commerce networks are basic types of
support that planners can help create or offer. Morales
et al. (1995) describe some of the benefits “lost” from
ignoring markets. They find that small business incuba-
tion, cultural continuity, and the maintenance of the his-
torical tradition of markets are benefits found at markets
that have the ability to tap into vulnerable populations.

Second, as meaningful interactions happen at mar-
kets, planners can approach them as places of central
importance to the flourishing of so-called vulnerable pop-
ulations. Meaningful interactions are the foundation that
energizes people in social life outside and inside their
communities and are generative of new entrepreneurial
activities throughout the city. As Jane Jacobs (1961) wrote:

Dull, inert cities, it is true, do contain the seeds of their
own destruction and little else. But lively, diverse,
intense cities contain the seeds of their own
regeneration, with energy enough to carry over for
problems and needs outside themselves. (p. 448)

Planners should embrace the presence of a critical
mass of people as an opportunity to support community
development at the markets (Morales, 2009). Cities could
have a presence at the market via public outreach. These
are places where access to social services, such as commu-
nity mobile health clinics, might be made readily available.
Public information could readily be disseminated there, in
addition to the markets being a possible location to gather
public sentiments on various topics relevant to cities.

Third, LVMs, as we analyze here, are places where
we identify attachment, sometimes very strong. In an
increasingly divided society, markets like those we ana-
lyze here become safe places for sharing and interact-
ing, mostly for ethnically diverse groups. Similarly, LVMs
have the capacity to allow for more diverse and inte-
grated places where Latinos, and those who identify
with the culture, can share these spaces and have a
sense of belonging. This is key in the work of planners
who are expected to engage marginalized populations
in a vision for a better and more inclusive city.

Last, the methodology we use to identify attachment
can apply to other cities to better understand and analyze

markets. In this study, we apply it to LVMs, but the method
is still valid in different contexts. The proposed model is a
tool to analyze both quantitative and qualitative character-
istics of markets and market users. The indicators of
dependence, networks, and acceptance could be viewed
as layers in the process of constructing attachment.

These markets gather an increasingly important
demographic group that is, in most cases, invisible to
urban planners. Paying attention to the rich cultural and
social expressions in them may help local planners identify
what matters to these populations. Listening to and
engaging with the needs and aspirations of customers
and vendors in Latino vendor markets should help cities
generate more meaningful policies for the populations
they ought to serve.
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NOTES
1. “There is no logic that can be superimposed on the city;
people make it, and it is to them, not buildings, that we must fit
our plans” (J. Jacobs, 1958/2011, p. 128).

2. The term Latinos refers to a pan-ethic group that generally identifies
with Latin American countries (Rios et al., 2012). In addition to Latino,
other common terms such as Hispanic or Chicano are also used in
some cases to refer to more regionally specific distinctions (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2013). For consistency, we use the term Latino here.

3. There are two counties on the U.S.–Mexico border of California:
Imperial and San Diego counties. Imperial County is rural, with a
population of approximately 180,000 (Imperial County, 2014; U.S.
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Census Bureau, 2013). El Centro, its largest city, has a population
of approximately 44,000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). Given
Imperial County’s rural classification, we selected the more
populous San Diego County to ensure the possibility of a larger
Latino population sample and possible markets.

4. Registration was a necessary component of the selection to
ensure that the length of establishment of potential markets
could be confirmed.

5. The study assumes open-air markets are visited most
frequently during the spring and summer months; thus, we
observed markets during temperate weather seasons.

6. Contact the authors to request copies of survey instruments.

7. About one-third of new businesses survive 10 years or more
(Small Business Administration, 2012).
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