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Abstract. The study examined the effect of marketing inter-
mediaries on onion prices in Benue state, Nigeria. A multi-
stage sampling method was employed to select 150 onion 
sellers in the study area. Primary data were collected using 
a structured questionnaire administered to respondents. Data 
collected were analysed using descriptive statistics, market-
ing efficiency and Gini coefficient. The study revealed that the 
majority (66.7%) of the respondents were female, 46.7% were 
married with an average age of 38 and an average income of 
₦96684.00. The result also showed e marketing efficiency of 
5.19 indicating that the product was efficient in the study area 
and Gini coefficient of 0.29 indicating that onion marketing 
is perfectly competitive. Transportation and storage facilities 
constituted the greatest challenge faced by onion sellers in 
the study area. Based on the findings of the study, it was rec-
ommended that the sellers should form cooperatives to pro-
mote bulk purchase which will, in turn, reduce transportation 
charges as well as enable them to achieve the benefits from 
economies of scale.

Keywords: vegetables, onions, pricing efficiency, markets, 
marketing

INTRODUCTION

Onion (Allium cepa) is a perishable agricultural prod-
uct that goes bad rapidly if a preservation method is not 
applied. It is an important vegetable crop belonging to 
the Amaryllidacea family (Obasi and Kalu, 2019). It is 
known as “garden” or “bulb” onions and is one of the 

oldest cultivated vegetables in history. Onion is the most 
widely used flavouring vegetable crop of major com-
mercial importance throughout the world. It is believed 
to have originated from tropical central, or western Asia 
(FAO, 1984, Sulumbe et al., 2015). The leaves are blu-
ish-green and hollow, the bulbs are large, fleshy and firm 
(Azu et al., 2007). Onion is cultivated throughout Nige-
ria under a wide range of climatic conditions and it can 
be biennial, triennial or perennial. The total surface area 
dedicated to the onion in the world has doubled reach-
ing 2.74 million hectares (Pelter et al., 2000; FAO, 2002; 
Obasi et al., 2019). Onion growing is widely distributed 
among countries and regions in the world. In the last 
decade, production figures have shown an upward trend 
with a production volume of 33 million tonnes in 2003 
and 64 million tonnes in 2007. This represents a 51.6% 
increase, with Nigeria producing 618,000 tonnes in the 
year 2007 (FAO, 2010). It was also observed in 2011, 
that 4,277,647 tonnes of onions were produced in Nigeria 
ranking it the fifth largest producer of onion in the world 
(FAO, 2012). According to Pelter et al. (2000), Obasi et 
al. (2019) cultivation of this crop in tropical areas has 
developed steadily for more than 40 years.

The young green plants are eaten raw in salads, 
while matured bulb is cooked or eaten raw asit contains 
essential nutrients which may not beavailable from 
other sources (Abdulai and Ibrahim, 2004; Sulumbe et 
al., 2015). They are used in sauces and as flavouring 
agents in many dishes (Brewster, 1977; Sulumbe et al., 
2015).
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It is marketed mainly as a freshvegetable and is widely 
used in most households beingeffective against the com-
mon cold, heart diseases, diabetes, osteoporosis,cough 
and sore throat. It is high in flavonoids which is con-
centrated on the outer layer of the flesh (Nemeth and 
Piskula, 2007). It is also rich in vitamin C and a good 
source of dietary fibre and folic acid. What is more, in 
Nigeria, it is ranked second most important vegetable 
after tomato (Hussaini et al., 2000).

The growing of onions cut across different class and 
culture. Onions consumption is spread throughout the 
year and there is a constant demand for onions all year 
round which, as most of the onion produced in Nige-
ria come from the Northern Part of the country such as 
Kano, Sokoto, Bornu, Bauchi, Jigawa, Katsina, Zam-
fara, createsa problem (Inuwa, 2001; Obasi and Kalu, 
2019).

Obasi and Emenam (2014) asserted that marketing 
usually begins at the farm when the farmers harvest 
their products. When harvested, the products cannot be 
transported to the consumer as the consumer is likely to 
be located far away from the farmers. To adjust supply 
to meet demand, storage is required. What is more,when 
harvested, the product is rarely in a form acceptable for 
consumers, hence it must be sorted, cleaned and pro-
cessed in various ways and must be presented to con-
sumers in appropriate quality and quantity for sale. 
(Asogwa and Okwoche, 2012). These activities are car-
ried out by intermediaries in the marketing process. 

The production and marketing of onions consist of 
a multitude of relationships and arrangements which are 
based on structure – conducting relationship paradigms 
at each market level - from producers to consumers. In 
order to ensure a stable supply of onion throughout the 
year, the market structure should first be considered tak-
ing into account the method of production and distri-
bution. The need for market structure analysis in Agri-
cultural marketing has been emphasised by (Clodus and 
Mueller, 1967; Obasi and Emenam, 2014). 

Agricultural marketing is affected by many issues 
that pose threat to the flow of goods e.g. distance, cost 
of transportation, seasonal variation, storage, process-
ing, grading and communication (Alabi and Adebayo, 
2008). Similar issues are also pointed out by Harrison 
(1985), Nigatu et al. (2020) who emphasised the mar-
keting problems such as high cost of marketing crops, 
involvement of many intermediaries to the detriment 
of farmers and consumers, high physical losses during 

marketing exposure, insufficient market information to 
farmers and consumers, lack of grades and standards 
for the commodities. Afolami (2000), Illo (2016) on the 
other hand implied the intermediaries had contributed to 
factors which caused the price of food crops to rise, to 
the detriment of farmers and consumers.

As a result of the aforementioned problems, over the 
years one could spot some inefficiencies in the Agricul-
tural marketing including onions. Onions are transport-
ed from North to the North central (Benue State) – the 
long distance has led to increased cost of transportation 
of onions and storage in inadequate facilities has re-
sulted in damagingof the products (Onions) by heat and 
also causing it to germinate before it gets to the final 
consumers leading to losses and influencing the market-
ing efficiency. The marketing of onion in Benue State 
has not received adequate attention concerning research 
especially with regards to the nature of competition and 
marketing efficiency. Disruption of marketing channels 
and the price fluctuation constitute a problem in the 
area. Among the various problems afflicting agricultural 
marketing in developing economies, research attention 
will continue to be focused on examining levels of ef-
ficiency in different dimensions to suggest strategies for 
improvement.

Based on that, the research was conducted to exam-
ine the effect of marketing intermediaries on onion price 
in the study area. The specific objectives include:
• describing the socio-economic characteristics of on-

ion sellers in Benue State
• analysing the marketing channels and structure of 

onion market in the study area
• determining the marketing efficiency of onion seller-

sin the study area
• identifying the problems affecting onion marketing 

in the study area.

METHODOLOGY

Population and sampling method
The population of the study comprised all onions sellers 
in fifteen (15) Local Government Areas in Benue State. 
The Local Government Areas were Ado, Agatu, Apa, 
Gwer west. Kastina-Ala, Logo, Obi, Oju, Okpokwu, 
Tarka, Ukum, Makurdi Gboko, Gwer East and Ushongo. 

For the study, purposive, multistage and simple ran-
dom sampling methodwas adopted. In the first stage, 
a purposive sampling was used to select 10 (ten) Local 
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Government Areas based on prior knowledge indicat-
ing a high concentration of onions sellers in the area. 
In the second stage, five wards were selected from each 
of the ten Local Government Areas making a total of 
fifty wards. In the third stage, three onion sellers from 
each of the selected wards were selected using simple 
random sampling, making a sample size of 150 onion 
sellers.

Data collection and analysis
Primary data were collected using a structured question-
naire on the socio-economic characteristics of onion 
sellers, pricing efficiency, structure and constraint asso-
ciated with onion marketing in the study area. Prior to 
the administration of the questionnaires, the question-
naires were pre-tested and necessary corrections were 
made. Content validity was used to determine the ad-
equacy of the research instrument. In the process, the 
instrument was thoroughly and independently examined 
by appropriate experts. The experts gave their critical 
opinion on the adequacy and relevance of the instru-
ment to the objectives of the study. The observation was 
harmonised and necessary corrections were made on 
the instrument before the start of thesurvey. The test-
retest method was used to determine the reliability of 
the research instrument. Twenty copies of the research 
instrument were administered twice to the respondents 
at given intervals. The two results were correlated and 
a correlation coefficient of 0.920 was obtained indicat-
ing high reliability. The data collected for this study 
were analysed using both descriptive and inferential 
statistics. The elements of descriptive statistics such as 
average, frequency and percentages were adopted to an-
alyse the socio-economic characteristics of onion sellers 
in Benue State while pricing efficiency, Gini coefficient, 
average of Likert scale values were used to analyse the 
effect of marketing intermediaries on onion price in the 
study area.

Models specification

Gini coefficient
Gini coefficient was used to analyse the market structure. 

 G = 1 – ΣXiYi (1)

where:
G – Gini coefficient
1 – constant

Xi – percentage of onion sellers in the ith class of 
traders

Yi – cumulative percentage of onion sellers in the ith 
class of traders

i – 1, 2, 3…5

The Gini coefficient ranges from 0 to 1, where 0 im-
plies perfect equality in the distribution (perfect market) 
and 1 implies perfect inequality (imperfect market), the 
closer the Gini coefficient is to zero, the greater the de-
gree of equality, and the lower the level of concentra-
tion, the more competitive the markets are.

Pricing efficiency
Pricing efficiency was calculated using the formula giv-
en by Khols and Uhls (1967) which was used by Olu-
kosi and Isitor (1990) and later used by Babatunde and 
Oyatoye (2000) in estimating the marketing efficiency 
of maize in Kwara State.

The formula specified that:

 
Pricing Efficiency = 

value added by  
marketing activities  

× 100
marketing costs

In order words,  
Pricing efficiency  =

Net margin
×

100

Marketing costs 1

where the marketing costs (₦) include: purchase cost, 
transport cost, loading cost, storage cost, market levy, 
cost of bags/baskets, local government levy.

Likert scale mean
A four-point Likert scale was used. The responses were: 
very important, important, moderate and less moderate.

Their weight were: very important (4), important (3), 
moderate (2), less moderate (1).

The model for the Likert mean score is given below:

n1w1 + n2w2 – – – – – – n4w4 (2)
Σn1

where: i = n1n2 n3n4

Likert mean score = [(number of people who select-
ed response 1) × (weighing of response 1) + (number 
of people who selected response 2) × (weighing of 
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response 2) … (number of people who selected re-
sponse n) × (weighing of response n)] / (total number 
of respondents).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Socio-economic characteristics  
of onions sellers
Analysis of Table 1 shows that the majority (66.7%) of 
the respondents were female. The data implies that the 
these sellers are more likely to have higher marketing 
efficiency due to their experience (women are more like-
ly to be sellers and men are more likely to be producers). 
This results are in line with the work of Sanusi and Dada 
(2016) who observed that due to gender role in the soci-
ety, women are mostly involved in the marketing of ag-
ricultural products while men are the major producers.

The result also showed that 28% of respondents 
are single, 47.6% are married, 14% are divorced while 
11.3% are widowed/widower. This implies that most 
sellers are stable in stable relationshipsand those re-
sults are also supported by the study of Abdulazeez et 
al. (2018) in which, the author states that 62.5% of the 
onion sellers were married, 32.4% were single and only 
5% were divorced.

The result also showed that the majority (70%) of the 
respondents were between the age of 33–42 with mean 
age of 38. This implies that sellers are in their working 
age which could lead to an increase in their efficiency. 
Specifically, 0.7% are below the age of 22, 12.7% be-
tween the age of 23–32, 70% are between the age of 
33–42 while 16% are older than or are to 43 years old. 
This study is similar to that of Mamiro et al. (2014) who 
found that 58% of onion farmers were middle-aged be-
tween 34 and 49. This age group is considered to be able 
to perform most of the Agricultural activities.

Table 1 shows that the mean annual income of the 
sellers in the area was ₦ 96,684.00 ($253.76). The high 
mean annual income implies that these sellers are more 
likely to have higher marketing efficiency since such 
high income influence the adoption of improved mar-
keting practices which translates to higher marketing 
efficiency. This result is in line with the work of Sanusi 
and Dada (2016) who reported a positive relationship 
between household income and marketing margin.

Analysis of Table 1 shows that the household of the 
majority (73.3%) of the respondents consists of 7–10 
family members (8 people on average). This implies that 

Table 1. Socio-economic characteristics of onion marketers 
(n = 150)

Variable Frequency Percentage 
(%) Mean 

Sex

male 50 33.3

female 100 66.7

Marital status 

single 42 28.0

married 70 46.7

divorced 21 14.0

widow(er) 17 11.3

Age (years) 38 years

≤22 1 0.7

23–32 19 12.7

33–42 106 70.7

≥43 24 16.0

Annual income (₦) ₦ 96684.00

≤20 000 3 2.0

20 001–70 000 16 10.7

70 001–120 000 110 73.3

12 0001–170 000 17 11.3

≥170 001 4 2.7

Household size 8 persons

≤6 36 24.0

7–10 110 73.3

≥11 4 2.7

Experience (years) 9 years

≤6 10 6.7

7–11 121 80.7

12–16 16 10.7

≥17 3 2.0

Educational level (years) 7 years

≤6 104 69.3

7–12 41 27.3

≥13 5 3.3

Source: field survey, 2019.
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onion sellers in the study area are more likely to have 
higher marketing efficiency due to the fact that the higher 
number of people in the family working together reduces 
the need for hired labour, thereby reducing costs. This 
conclusion is consistent with the one of Obasi and Eme-
nam (2014) who stated that the higher number of family 
members would help increase the marketing efficiency of 
the sellers because less people would be hired and most 
of the tasks involved in marketing would be performed 
by the family members which would lead to the reduc-
tion of costs and increase of the marketing efficiency. 

The analysis of Table 1 shows that the majority 
(80.7%) of the respondents have been involved in onion 
selling for 7–11 years (9 years on average). This shows 
that onion sellers in the area have a lot of experience 
which may also determine the level of knowledge and 
information in the business and higher level of market-
ing efficiency. This finding agrees with Aminu (2009) 
that experience is vital in the adoption of innovations 
resulting in improved business performance.

The mean of education is 7 years. Specifically, 
69.3% of the sellers had less than or up to 6 years of 
formal education, 27.3% had between 7–12 years of ed-
ucation while 3.3% have equal to or above 13 years of 
education. This implies that since onion sellers are fairly 
educated, they might not be quick to introduceinnova-
tions in marketing. This result contradicts the findings 
of Onu and Iliyasu (2008) who, in their analysis of food 
grain marketing in Adamawa State, established that the 
majority (56%) of the surveyed sellers attended formal 
educational institutions which in most cases result in 
achieving higher marketing efficiency.

The nature of the marketing channel from producer 
to consumer is shown in Fig. 1.

The marketing channel for onion in the study area is 
presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Marketing channel of onion in the study area 
(n = 150)

Variable Frequency Percentage

Position in the market

producer 69 46.0

retailer 48 32.0

wholesaler 33 22.0

Source of purchase

farm gate 53 35.3

rural market 97 64.7

Major customers

producers only 11 7.3

producer and wholesalers 48 32.0

retailers 46 30.7

consumers 45 30.0

Distance from area of supply

producer/wholesaler/retailer 30 20.0

wholesaler only 40 26.7

wholesaler/retailer 22 14.7

wholesaler/retailer/consumer 5 3.3

consumer only 53 35.3

Outlet of sale

one 67 44.7

two 83 55.3

Source: field survey, 2019.

Analysis of Table 2 shows that most (46%) of the re-
spondents were producers; the majority (64.7%) supplied 
their onion from the rural market; most (32.0%) of the 
customers were producers and wholesalers; most (35.3%) 
onions were sold directly to the consumers, and the ma-
jority (55.3%) bought goods from two places of sale.

Onion market structure
Onion market concentration was determined imple-
menting means of the Gini coefficient presented in Ta-
ble 3. The result of the Gini coefficient for theis market 
was 0.29. This implies thatin the study area, the market 
was perfectly competitive. This reflected the existence 

Producer

Other producers Wholesaler Retailer

Consumer

Fig. 1. Marketing channel of onion in Benue State
Source: own elaboration.
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of multiple suppliers of the product, with the result that 
no single supplier could influence supply by increasing 
or decreasing the quantity supplied to influence price. 
The conclusions are in line with the ones established by 
Adeoye and Ibe (2013).

Furthermore, the respondents’ opinion on member-
ship to an association, freedom of entry and exit, source 
of market information, and price fixing were analysed. 
The distribution of onion marketing by structure is 
shown in Table 4.

The distribution of respondents by the member-
ship of the market association shows that the major-
ity (74.7%) of the respondents were non-member of 
the market association. This implies that the level of 
knowledge on supply, demand and prices that market 
associations provide is more likely to be low in thearea 
which leads to poor market transparency and hence, 
lower marketing efficiency. The conclusions are simi-
lar to those of Apori-Buabeng (2009) who stated that 
lack of information leads to a very low degree of market 
transparency and contributes to marketing inefficiency 
in the system.

The distribution of respondents by freedom of en-
try and exit in the study area shows that the majority 
(86.7%) of the respondents agree that there was freedom 
to buy and sell onion in the market. This indicates that 
the market is structured to allow freedom of entry and 
exit of onion sellers and buyers. Since the level of free-
dom of of entry is connected to the level of concentra-
tion (Tung and Wang, 2010), the result indicates that the 

market in the study area is not concentrated and there is 
no joint profit maximisation among sellers.

Analysis of the distribution of respondents by the 
source of market information indicates that the major-
ity (77.3%) of the respondents obtained their market 
information from intermediaries. This implies that the 
intermediaries have a high influence regarding pricing 

Table 3. Gini coefficient for onion sales income by marketers (n = 150)

Annual sales (₦) Number of 
marketer

Proportion
of sellers  

(X)

Cumulative 
proportion
of sellers

Annual sales 
(₦)

Proportion of 
sales

Cumulative 
proportion of 

total sales  
(Y)

XY

≤20 000 3 0.02 0.02 56 400 0.004 0.004 0.00008

20 001–70000 18 0.12 0.14 1 048 900 0.074 0.078 0.00936

70 001–120000 108 0.72 0.86 10 033 500 0.704 0.782 0.56304

120 001–170 000 17 0.11 0.97 2 324 300 0.163 0.945 0.10395

≥170 001 4 0.03 1 780 000 0.055 1 0.03

Total 150 14 243 100 0.70643

Mean value of sales = ₦94954. GC = 1 – ƩXY = 1 – 0.70643 = 0.29.
Source: field survey, 2019.

Table 4. Distribution of onion marketing by structure in 
Benue state (n = 150)

Variable Frequency Percentage

Market association 

member 38 25.3

non-member 112 74.7

Entry and exit

exist 130 86.7

does not exist 20 13.3

Information source

middle men 116 77.3

market association 34 22.7

Price determination

purchase price 41 27.3

consumer bargain 109 72.7

Source: field survey, 2019.
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and other marketing decisions in the onion market. This 
is also supported by Abah et al. (2015).

Furthermore, the majority (72.7%) of the respond-
ents in the study area indicated that price fixing for on-
ion was based on the bargaining power of the buyer. 
This shows that there is a high influence of buyers over 
sellers with regard to pricing and is indicative of an oli-
gopsony market structure (Abah et al., 2015).

Efficiency of onion marketing
Analysis of Table 5 shows that the marketing efficiency 
of onion sellers in the area was 5.19. This implies that 
for every ₦1 invested in onion marketing, ₦5.19 was 
obtained by the sellers. Since the value is greater than 
one, it implies that the onion market in the area was ef-
ficient. This agrees with the findings of Obasi and Eme-
nam (2014) who found that the onion market in Abia 
State, Nigeria is efficient.

Table 5. Estimation of marketing margin and efficiency of 
onion sellers

Item Amount (₦/50 kg)

Buying price 449.48

Selling price 731.98

Marketing cost 45.57

Marketing margin: B-A 282.50

Net margin: D-C 236.93

Marketing efficiency: E/C 5.19

Source: field survey, 2019.

Constraints to the marketing of onion
The various constraints limiting the marketing of onion 
were identified by the respondents. These constraints 
were ranked using Likert scale and presented in Table 6. 

It was established that the major constraint to the 
marketing of onion as ranked by the respondents was 
transportation (3.79). This can be attributed to the fact 
that most of the onions are produced in the northern part 
of Nigeria, therefore, it is very difficult to transport the 
product to Benue State as there is significant transporta-
tion cost involved due to poor road network.. This find-
ing agrees with Obasi and Emenam (2014) who stated 
that the major problem encountered by the onion sellers 
in Abia state in Nigeria was transportation cost. This is 

also confirmed by the work of Izekor and Abiola (2011) 
which shows that poor transportation and road network 
are major constraints to post-harvest losses in green 
vegetable marketing.

CONCLUSION

Onion marketers in the area were mostly female, married 
with large household size, within the active age, well 
experienced, fairly educated, and high income earners. 
The structure of the market in the area involved equita-
ble distribution of sales income with free entry and exit. 
Majority of the sellers were notmembers of market as-
sociations who sourced their information from interme-
diaries. Price depends on consumer bargaining strength; 
onion sellers in the area were efficient, competitive, and 
profitable with the purchase of onion accounting for the 
highest marketing cost. The greatest challenge faced 
by onion sellers in the area were issues concerning the 
transportation of goods. 

Generally, the data obtained from this research 
might help the sellers and provide information for po-
tential investors in marketing of perishable agricultural 
products. It may also facilitate improving the formula-
tion and implementation of food self-sufficiency poli-
cies, which will help minimise the perishability of ag-
ricultural products and the problems associated with 
their marketing and distribution, such as spoilage and 
wastage.

Table 6. Constraints to the marketing of onion in Benue State

Constraints Mean S.D.

Transportation 3.79 0.41

Storage facilities 3.73 0.44

Credit facilities 3.70 0.50

Capital 3.65 0.60

Lack of insurance 3.53 0.62

Tax levies 3.15 0.81

Robbery 2.81 1.07

Seasonality 2.65 1.28

Debt 2.56 1.14

Serious constraints (mean > 2.5).
Source: field survey data, 2019. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings, the following recommendations 
were made:
• Efforts should be made to eliminate the constraints 

to onion marketing in the study area by improving 
socio-economic infrastructure such as roads, mar-
kets and related facilities.. The Benue State govern-
ment can fulfil this recommendation by renovating 
existing bad roads and constructing new ones, espe-
cially those that link the points of supply to points of 
consumption.

• The seller should be encouraged to form coopera-
tivesto promote the bulk purchase and transportation 
of onion in the area. This will reduce the high cost 
of transportation involved in the marketing of these 
commodities as well as enable sellers to achieve the 
benefits from economy of scale.
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