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We assess the responsiveness of Senegalese onion producers to their knowledge of expected changes

in product market conditions, whereby onions would no longer be sold based on volume but rather

on weight and with labeling certifying quality. A village-level randomized information campaign on

the upcoming introduction of these reforms induced significant investments by farmers into quality-

enhancing inputs. Delays in the actual introduction of scales enabled us to rigorously identify

positive price effects from these investments. Our results point to the importance of farmers’ expec-

tations regarding the improved functioning of product markets in triggering technology adoption.
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The use of basic agricultural technologies such
as chemical fertilizers and improved seeds re-
mains low in Sub-Saharan Africa, particularly
among smallholder farmers (World Bank
2007). A lack of access to these technologies, to
information about how to use them, and to fi-
nancial services all contribute to these low
adoption rates (Jack 2011; Karlan et al. 2014).
Farmers can be further discouraged by low pri-
ces for their products. Insufficient roads and
communication infrastructures create high
transaction costs, whereby farmers mostly par-
ticipate in shallow local markets with limited
rewards to investments in quality or yields
(Foster and Rosenzweig 2010; Suri 2011).

This paper provides evidence that small
changes in such market settings can lead to
important production responses by farmers.
We rely on a field setting in northern Senegal

where scales were not available for onions to
be weighed when sold at local collection
points.1 Local consignment agents (coaxers)
and authorities argued that these markets
were so distant from large consumer markets
that the use of scales would discourage trad-
ers (banabanas) from traveling the distance
and thereby reduce market opportunities for
farmers. Thus, onions were sold based on
loosely-assessed forty kilogram bags, with
preference given to overfilled ones. Farmers
reacted to this perverse incentive by using
urea-based fertilizer, which produced larger
though lower-quality (i.e., fast-deteriorating
due to their high water content) onions that
carry a lower value on consumer markets.

In late 2013, local authorities decided to in-
troduce scales and quality labeling in the
2014 season. To assess how this change in
market conditions may affect farmers’ pro-
duction behavior, we designed an informa-
tion campaign ahead of the 2014 season,
randomly targeted to half of the villages in
the vicinity of these markets, and related to
the upcoming introduction of scales and la-
bels. In this information campaign, farmers
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1 Such scales exist in most onion markets in other parts of the
country, including at collection points, wholesale markets, and
consumer markets.
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