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A Study on Experience of Second-handed Goods
and the Flea Market among Consumers in their Twenties

Hyejung Cheon’, Jiyeon Lee™

ABSTRACT

I. Introduction

This study aims to understand Korean young consumers’ experience of second-handed goods and a flea market,
specifically in the Hwanghakdong flea marketplace. The Hwanghakdong flea marketplace has a long history full
of ups and downs with modernization in Korea. Despite its long history, scholars have not pay much attention to
it as an academic subject. Most researches regarding the subject have focused on merchants’ perspectives such as
how sense of place evolves, how merchants adapt changes and conflicts, and how they reconstruct the meaning of
their survival place. Another interesting aspect of the Hwanghakdong flea marketplace is that it is known as the
place for elderly people. They spend their free time there while looking around second-handed goods, but
summoned up memories of good old days. However, in recent days, young consumers gradually visit this old flea
market. Recently, a popular television program showed the scene of celebrities shopping there. It served as a
momentum to draw young consumers’ attention. The current retro trend in Korea also contributed to the interest
increase among young consumers. Retro trend is usually considered as a proof of recession. Then, did the recent
recession in Korea lead young consumers to the flea market? What kinds of “good old” days for them? What does

their experiences in the flea market and second-handed goods mean? This study starts from these questions.

II. Literature Review

The flea market has been traditionally viewed as an marginal space out of economic necessity by disadvantaged
consumers. However, this view has been recently opposed by cultural theorists who instead read such channel as

places of fun, sociality, distinction, discernment, the spectacular and so forth(Williams, 2003). Crewe and
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Gregson(1998) reported that many of the goods are imbued with a history and displayed by their original owner,
which comprises both the attraction and value. Consumers also reveal their tastes through the purchase of
second-hand commodities. Williams(2003) found that economic necessity remains the principal motive amongst
lower-income population, while alternative retail channels is valid amongst higher-income populations. Bruin
and Dupuis(2000) examined shopping motives in an alternative retail format. As a result, they discovered some of
the underlying dimensions of shopping motives and behavior at the car boot sale. They suggested that shopping
motives are hedonic, functional or a combination of the two can be used in relation to the car boot sale retail

setting. A branch of this research literature clearly illustrates that sociocultural significance of a flea market.

IMl. Research Method

In order to examine young consumers’ experiences in the Hwanghakdong flea market, individual in-depth
interviews were conducted. A total of 8 participants were asked about why they were interested in visiting the flea
market and looking around the second-handed goods there, how they perceived the experience, and what
meanings and values they attached to it. Interviews were conducted from September to October in 2014. The
questions were not structured so the research participants could share their experiences as freely as possible. Each
interview took around 2 hours, and it was recorded under participants’ agreements. The characteristics of 8

research participants are presented in <Table 1>.

<Table 1> characteristics of research participants

name(alias) sex age occupation first time visit
Yang, Eunji F 27 intern by accident
Park, Soyoung F 26 nurse watch TV program
Zang, Heebum M 28 graduate student watch TV program
Kang, Yoojun F 25 nurse watch TV program
Ko, wonjun M 25 undergraduate student by accident
Kim, soeun F 23 undergraduate student recommendation from friend
Seo, Hyemi F 29 graduate student by accident
Hong, Dajung F 20 undergraduate student by accident

After transcribing the recorded interviews, qualitative data analysis were conducted as van Manen(1990)
suggested. At first, in the wholistic reading approach, we attend to the text as a whole and try to express the
meaning by formulating a such a phrase. Secondly, in the selective reading approach, we try to read a text to

capture particularly essential experiences being described. These statements were circled, or highlighted.
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IV. Results

Four themes were identified through the interview text analysis. First, the participants yearn after experiences
associated with objects (e.g., DOS computer, game-pack, floppy disk, VHS, etc.) that were more common when
they were younger. The memories they recall usually related to their grandmothers, old friends, or vague
childhood. Emotions the participants experience primarily to object-related experiences that have somehow been
lost because the relevant object and experiences have become difficult to obtain anymore. Furthermore, research
participants feel something hazy the old goodies used in 1970s or before which they did not experience in person,
but have seen on the media, called “virtual nostalgia’ by Baker and Kennedy(1994).

Secondly, they derive healing, comfort, and even breaking away stressful big city (Seoul) life from the
rural-like market atmosphere. It is interesting that although their memory is dependent upon their past, things of
the past indicate their current lives. It may reflect the reality that young generations are experiencing plenty of
pressure to survive in the winner-takes-all-society. The metaphor of ‘Seoul’ and ‘rural” are working seamlessly to
them. While life in Seoul is busy, pressed for money, hard time, and selfish, life in rural is peaceful, leisurely,
greedless, and peaceful. And it is the Hwanghakdong flea market where they can feel ‘what the rural life is
supposed to be.” When they want a break, they visit the Hwanghakdong flea market.

Thirdly, the participants describe shopping of second-handed goods as “treasure hunting.” Several participants
in this study report that the primary benefit derived from their shopping at the Hwanghakdong flea market was
related to the enjoyment of finding and purchasing old books. clothes, LP’s and so forth. Also, the participants
receive enjoyment from just being at the marketplace, experiencing street vendor, and old and mess. Judging from
the consumers stories, they experiences and practice shopping as leisure. And shopping as a leisure contains a
myriad of consumer meanings and practice such as hunting, scouting, and browsing.

Fourthly, research participants put a lot of value in the economic aspect of the flea market and second-handed
goods. However, except the low price, they consider shabby and outdated things as vintage, and regard it as
valuable in itself. They feel tired of the modernized department store, complex shopping mall, rationalized

distribution center and convenience store. For them, old flea market is valuable as a “live” and “raw” market.

V. Conclusion and Discussion

The four overarching themes from consumers’ experiences serve to illuminate at least part of meanings of
traditional flea market. Within the field of retailing, research concerned with traditional market has been

dominated by the use of economic approach. Researches on marginal spaces such as the Hwanghakdong flea
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market offer both some important clues into the potential for rethinking traditional market and second-handed
goods, notably with respect to our understanding of economic function as well as socio-cultural function of
traditional market. Although the traditional market such as the Hwanghakdong flea market remains on the
margins of the city and the economy, it stands as an implicit challenge to the consumer’s conventional experience

in the market and carries within it the potential for reconstructuring that experience in more satisfying ways.

Keywords : Flea Market, Second-handed Goods, Consumption, the Hwanghakdong flea marketplace






