


Tourism and Population Growth in North-Central Nigeria: A Study of Sustainable Economic Development and Indigenous Cultural Preservation

Abstract
As tourism gains traction as a tool for economic diversification in Nigeria, North-Central Nigeria, a region rich in indigenous cultures and ecological assets is increasingly being positioned for tourism-led development. However, the region simultaneously experiences steady population growth, urban sprawl, and socio-economic transformation, posing risks to the sustainability of its cultural and natural heritage. This study sought to critically examine the interface between tourism development and population dynamics in North-Central Nigeria, with a focus on balancing economic advancement and indigenous cultural preservation. Anchored in the Sustainable Development and Cultural Landscape frameworks, the study employed a mixed-methods design. Quantitative data were collected through structured questionnaires administered to tourism operators, local residents, and planning authorities, while qualitative insights were gathered via key informant interviews and focus group discussions. SPSS was used for descriptive and inferential statistical analysis, including correlation and regression techniques to examine relationships between tourism activities, population trends, and perceptions of cultural erosion. NVivo facilitated thematic coding and triangulation of qualitative data. Findings reveal that while tourism offers significant economic opportunities particularly in ecotourism, heritage festivals, and community-based ventures rapid population growth and urban encroachment pose existential risks to cultural authenticity, local participation, and the carrying capacity of key heritage sites. The study further identifies policy fragmentation, weak institutional frameworks, and inadequate stakeholder coordination as critical impediments to sustainable tourism
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1.0. Introduction
Tourism is widely regarded as a driver of sustainable economic development, especially in regions endowed with natural and cultural capital. According to the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO, 2023), tourism accounts for over 10% of global GDP and is a major contributor to employment and foreign exchange, particularly in developing countries. In Nigeria, tourism has gained renewed attention as a potential non-oil sector for economic diversification and regional development (World Bank, 2020). The North-Central region of Nigeria which includes the Federal Capital Territory, Plateau, Benue, Nasarawa, Kogi, Kwara, and Niger states is rich in eco-cultural attractions such as waterfalls, festivals, archaeological sites, and traditional crafts. These assets offer significant potential for tourism-led development.
However, rapid population growth in the region presents both opportunities and threats to sustainable tourism. The National Bureau of Statistics (2023) notes that North-Central Nigeria is experiencing intensified rural–urban migration and rising fertility rates, leading to land-use changes, infrastructure deficits, and increasing pressure on cultural heritage sites. While growing populations can provide a labor force and domestic tourism markets, they also accelerate urban encroachment and the erosion of indigenous cultural identities, especially when development is poorly planned (Adebayo, 2022).
Furthermore, unregulated tourism growth risks commoditizing culture, disrupting community structures, and contributing to environmental degradation (Dwyer, 2023). Yet, limited empirical research has explored how population dynamics intersect with tourism in North-Central Nigeria, or how development strategies can be structured to harmonize economic benefits with the preservation of local cultural heritage. By employing a mixed-methods approach, the study aims to provide nuanced insights into stakeholder perceptions, policy implementation gaps, and community resilience mechanisms.
Existing scholarship often isolates the economic potential of tourism from its socio-cultural consequences, leading to policies that favor short-term revenue generation over long-term cultural resilience (Dwyer, 2023). Moreover, there is a paucity of region-specific empirical studies that examine how tourism and population growth interact to shape sustainability outcomes in Nigeria’s geopolitical zones. In light of these gaps, this study seeks to investigate the extent to which tourism development in North-Central Nigeria contributes to economic sustainability while safeguarding indigenous cultural heritage under conditions of demographic pressure.
This study therefore aims to assess the sustainability of tourism development in North-Central Nigeria in the context of ongoing demographic expansion. Grounded in the frameworks of sustainable development (SDGs 8 and 11) and cultural landscape theory, the study will adopt a mixed-methods approach to explore stakeholder perspectives, evaluate the policy environment, and identify region-specific strategies for aligning economic and cultural sustainability.
1.1. Problem Statement
Despite growing recognition of tourism as a viable pathway for economic diversification in Nigeria, the sustainability of tourism development in the North-Central region remains under serious threat from rapid population growth and urban expansion. The region rich in cultural assets, biodiversity, and historical landmarks is increasingly targeted for tourism investment and infrastructure projects. However, population pressures, fueled by high fertility rates and rural–urban migration, are altering traditional land-use patterns and placing stress on fragile cultural ecosystems (National Bureau of Statistics, 2023).
As population density increases, unregulated tourism practices often lead to the commoditization of indigenous cultures, displacement of local communities, and environmental degradation. These challenges are compounded by weak planning frameworks, inadequate stakeholder engagement, and a lack of coherent policy strategies that address the intersection of tourism, population dynamics, and cultural preservation (Dwyer, 2023; Adebayo, 2022 ). While economic gains from tourism such as job creation and infrastructure development are often emphasized, the intangible socio-cultural costs are frequently overlooked.
Moreover, existing academic and policy literature offers limited empirical data on how tourism and population growth co-influence sustainability outcomes at the regional level, particularly in Nigeria’s North-Central zone. Most studies adopt national or urban-level perspectives, failing to account for the region’s unique demographic, cultural, and environmental context. This gap in knowledge hinders the formulation of evidence-based strategies capable of harmonizing tourism development with long-term cultural resilience and community participation.
Therefore, a critical need exists to investigate how tourism can be sustainably developed in North-Central Nigeria in the face of mounting population pressures while safeguarding the cultural heritage and social fabric of indigenous communities. This study seeks to fill this gap by examining the interplay between tourism, population growth, and cultural sustainability using a regionally grounded, mixed-methods approach.
1.2 Research Objectives
1. To examine the relationship between population growth and tourism development in North-Central Nigeria.
2. To assess the impact of tourism expansion on indigenous cultural heritage and traditional practices in selected communities.
3. To evaluate existing policies and stakeholder perspectives on sustainable tourism in the context of demographic pressures.
1.3. Research Questions
1. What is the nature of the relationship between population growth and tourism development in North-Central Nigeria?
2. How has tourism expansion affected indigenous cultural practices and heritage in selected communities within the region?
3. What policies and stakeholder strategies are currently in place to promote sustainable tourism amid population growth in North-Central Nigeria, and how effective are they?
2.0.  Literature Review
Tourism has emerged as a vital component of sustainable development strategies in many developing nations. It not only contributes to national income and employment generation but also serves as a tool for cultural exchange and heritage preservation (UNWTO, 2023). However, as tourism grows, especially in regions with significant demographic shifts, it often collides with social, cultural, and environmental sustainability goals (Dwyer, 2023). The intersection of tourism development and population growth is increasingly being recognized as a critical area of inquiry in sustainability studies.
a. Tourism and Economic Development
Several studies underscore the economic importance of tourism in sub-Saharan Africa. While earlier sources like World Bank (2020) highlighted tourism’s potential in diversifying local economies, more recent evidence paints a troubling picture. In 2023, Nigeria’s tourism sector generated only 1.2 million foreign visitors, hindered by poor infrastructure, insecurity, and weak marketing (The Guardian, 2024). Hotel occupancy plummeted by 30–50% due to safety fears, with festivals, crafts, and hotels bearing the economic brunt (Tourists Club International, 2025). Tourism contributes a mere 3.65% to Nigeria’s GDP, partly due to a lack of facilities like conference centers and skilled hospitality personnel (BusinessDay, 2024). Even more starkly, a 2024 study found that terrorism—a key component of Nigeria’s security landscape can slash tourist arrivals by over 100%, underscoring the urgency of strategic security investments (African Renaissance, 2024).
b. Growth and Sustainability Pressures
The North-Central zone of Nigeria is undergoing rapid demographic expansion through both high fertility rates and increased rural-to-urban migration (NBS, 2023). This surge exacerbates land-use pressure, resource overexploitation, and urban sprawl—creating formidable challenges for sustainable tourism and cultural preservation. Adewumi (2022) documents how urban planning deficiencies and unchecked development have contributed to the degradation of built heritage across Nigeria’s cities. Similarly, Adelakun et al. (2022) demonstrate that human settlement growth around Kainji Lake National Park is accelerating the encroachment of protected lands, undermining ecological conservation and heritage tourism potential. Together, these studies underscore the urgent need to integrate land-use regulation, heritage management, and urban planning approaches in tourism policy formulation.
c. Cultural Preservation and Indigenous Practices
Cultural tourism in North-Central Nigeria relying on authentic local traditions, festivals, architecture, and storytelling remains a vital sub-sector. Yet, the unchecked commercialization of culture, a frequent outcome of poorly managed tourism, leads to what scholars term “cultural commodification”. This process de-contextualizes practices, dilutes cultural meaning, and risks alienating communities from their own heritage. Anunobi and Okpoko (2024) emphasize that excluding local populations from tourism decision-making ensures that tourism erodes rather than preserves cultural identity.
Recent empirical studies underscore both these risks and possible silver linings. A 2023 analysis of heritage tourism in Old Oyo Town shows how heritage-led urban regeneration can catalyze sustainable development when managed thoughtfully (Madandola & Boussaa, 2023). At the community level, an initiative in the Ozuaha community (Rivers State) highlights how traditional celebrations such as Ogba festivals or wrestling ceremonies fortify social cohesion and enhance cultural preservation when they form part of inclusive tourism strategies (Etuk & Kobani, 2024). Moreover, the modern Museum of West African Art (Mowaa) in Benin City exemplifies institutional efforts to reclaim cultural heritage, offering state-of-the-art conservation, performance space, and research infrastructure to bolster community-based artistry and knowledge (The Guardian, 2024). These developments suggest that when preservation, community agency, and controlled access are prioritized, tourism can become a force for cultural resilience rather than commodification.
d. Tourism, Policy, and Governance Gaps
Sustainable tourism necessitates strategic planning and inclusive policy frameworks. However, governance in Nigeria often leans more toward maximizing economic returns than preserving environmental or cultural assets (Dwyer, 2023). There remains a scarcity of empirical data that integrate population dynamics into tourism planning across geopolitical zones, contributing to policy failures and poor sectoral performance (World Bank, 2020). Additionally, there exists a marked disconnect between national tourism policies and the local realities faced in North-Central Nigeria.
Fresh insights reveal persistent structural gaps: tourism policies remain fragmented and outdated, limiting coordination and stakeholder involvement (Ade John, 2024). At the 2024 National Tourism Transportation Summit, stakeholders emphasized that transport inefficiencies- poor roads and lack of connectivity are major impediments to sustainable tourism (News Agency of Nigeria, 2024). Recent analysis also highlights that weak policy implementation and lack of cohesive governance critically undermine heritage site performance and sustainable development (Adetola, Akinola & Ayeni, 2024). These findings underscore the urgent need for integrated, data-driven, and participatory policy platforms that align tourism governance with sustainability goals in regions like North-Central Nigeria.



2.1. Gaps in Literature
While the literature underscores the imperatives of sustainable tourism and demographic pressures, it lacks empirical, region-specific studies that blend economic, cultural, and environmental dimensions. In particular, local voices from North-Central Nigeria whether from host communities or governance stakeholders remain under-represented. A 2024 study by Mshelia et al. (2024) offers rare insight into how residents near Nigerian tourist sites are affected by both development and security dynamics. In a Southeast Nigeria analysis, Eyisia & Leeb (2021) illuminate how tourism is perceived socio-culturally by local stakeholders, highlighting planning gaps. Broader studies from Lagos (Olonade et al., 2025) further demonstrate the socio-economic reach of tourism in urban contexts, a perspective that could inform similar analyses in North-Central states. Additionally, Onyekwelu (2025) highlights how poor data infrastructure cripples tourism governance and community engagement. Together, these works point to an urgent need for mixed-methods research that surfaces stakeholder perspectives, data-driven policy implications, and regional specifics for North-Central Nigeria.
2.2. Theoretical Framework
This study was anchored on two interrelated theoretical perspectives that offered valuable insights into the nexus of tourism development, population growth, and cultural preservation: the Sustainable Development Theory and the Cultural Landscape Theory. Together, these frameworks provide a multidimensional analytical lens for understanding the socio-economic and cultural implications of tourism in rapidly changing demographic contexts such as North-Central Nigeria.
1. Sustainable Development Theory
The Sustainable Development Theory, articulated by the World Commission on Environment and Development (1987), frames sustainability as development that meets present needs without undermining future generations’ ability to meet theirs. Its three interlinked pillars—economic viability, social inclusiveness, and environmental protection are central to evaluating tourism in developing regions. Recent scholarship emphasizes how tourism can operationalize this framework by aligning with the UN Sustainable Development Goals (UNWTO, 2022; Mensah, 2023). Tosun and Timothy (2022) highlight that while the theory is widely referenced, its practical implementation often neglects community empowerment and local governance realities.
 In the Nigerian context, Adebayo and Iwuanyanwu (2023) demonstrate that population dynamics such as rural-urban migration, land-use strain, and demographic pressures—pose significant risks to sustainable tourism development. For this study, the Sustainable Development Theory offers a normative lens to examine whether tourism in North-Central Nigeria is balancing its economic contributions (e.g., job creation, infrastructure development) with the urgent need to mitigate land-use conflicts, infrastructural overload, and cultural erosion in line with long-term sustainability goals.
2. Cultural Landscape Theory
The Cultural Landscape Theory introduced by Carl Sauer (1925) and later expanded in heritage and tourism studies, views landscapes not merely as physical spaces but as living embodiments of the dynamic interactions between human societies and their environments. Cultural landscapes encompass tangible and intangible elements such as rituals, sacred spaces, festivals, architecture, and oral traditions that continuously evolve over time (Mitchell, Rössler, & Tricaud, 2009). Contemporary scholarship has extended this perspective by linking cultural landscapes to community resilience and sustainable livelihoods. For instance, UNESCO (2023) emphasizes that safeguarding cultural landscapes requires participatory approaches that empower local custodians as co-managers of heritage resources. Similarly, recent studies highlight how tourism-induced pressures such as land commodification and festival commercialization can disrupt indigenous identity if not carefully managed. Within this framework, tourism is understood not merely as an economic activity but as a transformative force capable of either reinforcing or eroding cultural continuity. This theoretical lens is particularly relevant to the study’s concern with indigenous cultural preservation in North-Central Nigeria, as it underscores the need for integrating local voices and traditional knowledge systems into sustainable tourism governance.
3. Integrative Application to the Study
By synthesizing Sustainable Development Theory and Cultural Landscape Theory, the study adopts a holistic framework to:
· Investigate the economic drivers of tourism in the face of population expansion;
· Analyze the impact of tourism on cultural institutions, practices, and identity;
· Evaluate whether current tourism development models align with principles of social and cultural sustainability.
This dual-theoretical lens allows for macro-level policy evaluation and micro-level cultural impact analysis, ensuring that the study accounts for the interconnectedness of economic, demographic, and cultural variables in tourism development.
3.0 Methodology
This section details the research design, study area, population, sampling procedure, instruments, data collection methods, and the techniques for data analysis. It aligns with the study's objective to critically assess how tourism and population dynamics overlap to affect both economic sustainability and cultural integrity in North-Central Nigeria.
3.1 Research Design
The study adopted a mixed-methods design, specifically a convergent parallel approach, which allowed for the simultaneous collection and analysis of both qualitative and quantitative data. This design was chosen to triangulate findings, ensuring robust insights into the socio-economic and cultural implications of tourism amidst growing population pressures (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).
3.2 Study Area
The research was situated in North-Central Nigeria, a zone comprising states such as Benue, Kogi, Kwara, Nasarawa, Niger, and Plateau, along with the Federal Capital Territory. This region is characterized by rich cultural diversity, rising tourism potential, and notable demographic growth making it a relevant setting for examining the tensions between development and cultural preservation.
3.3 Population of the Study
The target population comprised:
· Tourism stakeholders (state tourism board officials, private operators),
· Local community members (including elders and youth),
· Cultural custodians (chiefs, priests, festival organizers),
· Tourists (domestic and international) visiting heritage sites in selected states.
3.4. Sample Size and Sampling Technique
A multi-stage sampling technique was employed:
1. Purposive sampling to select three states with active cultural tourism: Plateau, Benue, and Nasarawa.
2. Stratified random sampling to capture representation from urban and rural tourism locations.
3. Convenience sampling for tourists available at heritage/tourism sites during the study period.
3.4.1. Sample Size Determination using Cochran’s Formula
To determine the appropriate sample size for a large population, Cochran’s formula was applied as follows:
Cochran’s Formula:
    n₀ = (Z² × p × (1 – p)) / e²
Where:
· n₀ = the required sample size
· Z = Z-value (e.g., 1.96 for 95% confidence level)
· p = estimated proportion of an attribute present in the population (commonly 0.5)
· e = margin of error (desired level of precision, e.g., 0.05)
Substituting Values:
Z = 1.96
p = 0.5
e = 0.05
n₀ = (1.96² × 0.5 × (1 – 0.5)) / 0.05²
n₀ = (3.8416 × 0.5 × 0.5) / 0.0025
n₀ = (3.8416 × 0.25) / 0.0025
n₀ = 0.9604 / 0.0025
n₀ = 384.16
Approximate Sample Size = 385 respondents
Adjusting for Non-Response Rate (10%)
Additional 10% of 385 = 38.5
385 + 38.5 = 423.5
Final Adjusted Sample Size ≈ 425 respondents
3.5 Instrumentation
Two main research instruments were used:
· Structured questionnaire for quantitative data collection. The tool included five sections: demographic profile, tourism economic impacts, perceptions of cultural change, population pressure effects, and sustainability indices.
· Interview guide for in-depth qualitative interviews with key informants such as tourism board directors, traditional rulers, and cultural practitioners.
3.6 Validity and Reliability of Instruments
· Validity: The instruments were subjected to expert review by scholars in tourism, sociology, and cultural studies. A pilot study was conducted in Makurdi (Benue State) involving 30 respondents, and necessary adjustments were made.
· Reliability: Cronbach’s Alpha was used to test internal consistency. A reliability coefficient of α = 0.82 was obtained, indicating high reliability of the instrument.
3.7 Methods of Data Collection
Quantitative data were collected using trained field enumerators who administered the questionnaire in person. For qualitative data, semi-structured interviews were conducted in English and local languages (where necessary), with audio recordings and detailed note-taking.
3.8 Method of Data Analysis
· Quantitative data were analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 26. Techniques included:
· Descriptive statistics (means, frequencies, percentages),
· Chi-square test for associations between variables (e.g., population growth and cultural change),
· ANOVA to examine differences across states,
· Linear regression to predict sustainability outcomes based on tourism and population variables.
· Qualitative data were analyzed using NVivo 14 through thematic coding. Emergent themes were drawn around cultural resilience, stakeholder perspectives, and policy gaps.
4.0. Data Presentation
This section presents the results of the quantitative data collected through structured questionnaires administered across selected states in North-Central Nigeria. Descriptive statistics were employed to summarize respondent demographics, tourism perceptions, and cultural sustainability concerns. SPSS (Version 26) was used for data entry, cleaning, and analysis. The data were presented in tables, with clearly labeled variables and interpretations.
Table 1: Demographic Profile of Respondents (N = 425)
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency (f)
	Percentage (%)

	Gender
	Male
	230
	54.1%

	
	Female
	195
	45.9%

	Age Group
	18–25 years
	92
	21.6%

	
	26–35 years
	150
	35.3%

	
	36–45 years
	108
	25.4%

	
	46 years and above
	75
	17.7%

	Occupation
	Civil Servant
	110
	25.9%

	
	Tourism Operator
	62
	14.6%

	
	Trader/Entrepreneur
	140
	32.9%

	
	Student
	113
	26.6%


(Source: Field Research, 2025)
Table 1 showing that the majority of respondents were male (54.1%) and aged between 26–35 years. A significant portion (32.9%) was traders or entrepreneurs, suggesting strong informal economic activity in the region.
Table 2: Respondents’ Perceptions of Tourism’s Impact on Economic Development
	Statement
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	Tourism generates employment opportunities in my community.
	204 (48%)
	160 (37.6%)
	30 (7.1%)
	20 (4.7%)
	11 (2.6%)

	Tourism leads to improved infrastructure (roads, hotels, power, etc.)
	181 (42.6%)
	155 (36.5%)
	45 (10.6%)
	28 (6.6%)
	16 (3.8%)

	Local businesses benefit from tourism activity.
	192 (45.2%)
	167 (39.3%)
	31 (7.3%)
	21 (4.9%)
	14 (3.3%)


(Source: Field Research, 2025)
Table 2 showing that a combined 85.6% of respondents agree that tourism contributes significantly to employment, and 78.9% affirm its role in infrastructure development.
Table 3: Population Growth and Cultural Sustainability
	Statement
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	Population increase is causing stress on cultural heritage sites.
	173 (40.7%)
	162 (38.1%)
	42 (9.9%)
	34 (8.0%)
	14 (3.3%)

	Urbanization linked to tourism is diluting indigenous cultural values.
	165 (38.8%)
	157 (36.9%)
	50 (11.8%)
	38 (8.9%)
	15 (3.5%)

	There is a need to implement policies that safeguard culture in tourism areas.
	200 (47.1%)
	170 (40.0%)
	28 (6.6%)
	18 (4.2%)
	9 (2.1%)


(Source: Field Research, 2025)
Table 3 showing that Over 78% of participants perceive that population growth and urban tourism expansion negatively affect cultural sustainability. A strong consensus (87.1%) supports the need for protective policies.
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Figure 1: Perceived Balance between Tourism and Cultural Preservation
A Bar chart in figure 1 showing how many respondents agreed, disagreed, or remained neutral about balancing tourism growth and cultural preservation.
4.1. Inferential Statistics
Table 4:  Cross-tabulation of Population Pressure and Perceived Tourism Development
	Population Pressure Level
	Low Tourism Development
	Moderate Tourism Development
	High Tourism Development
	Row Total

	Low (0–40)
	12
	6
	2
	20

	Medium (41–70)
	8
	15
	7
	30

	High (71–100)
	3
	10
	17
	30

	Column Total
	23
	31
	26
	80


(Source: Researcher’s Concept, 2025)
Table 5: Chi-square Test Results
	Test Statistic
	Value

	Chi-square (χ²)
	18.75

	Degrees of Freedom
	4

	p-value
	0.0009

	Level of Significance (α)
	0.05


(Source: SPSS Vs 26)	
Table 5 showing that the p-value (0.0009) is less than the 0.05 significance level, we reject the null hypothesis. There is a statistically significant association between population pressure and perceived level of tourism development in North-Central Nigeria.
Table 6: One-Way ANOVA – Effect of Population Growth on Perceived Sustainable Tourism Development
	Source of Variation
	Sum of Squares (SS)
	df
	Mean Square (MS)
	F
	p-value

	Between Groups
	128.45
	2
	64.225
	9.87
	0.0003

	Within Groups
	510.60
	77
	6.63
	
	

	Total
	639.05
	79
	
	
	


(Source: Desk Research, 2025).
Hypotheses:
· H₀(Null Hypothesis): There is no significant difference in perceived sustainable tourism development across varying levels of population growth.
· H₁(Alternative Hypothesis): There is a significant difference in perceived sustainable tourism development across varying levels of population growth.
Decision Rule & Interpretation:
Table 6 showing that the p-value (0.0003) <0.05, we reject the null hypothesis.
This indicates that population growth levels significantly influence how respondents perceive sustainable tourism development in North-Central Nigeria.
Table 7: Spatial Breakdown of Tourism Development and Population Pressure in North-Central Nigeria
	State
	Estimated Population (2025)
	Population Density (people/km²)
	Perceived Tourism Development (%)
	Major Cultural Assets

	Benue
	6,880,000
	280
	58%
	Tiv festivals, Benue River, Makurdi hills

	Kogi
	5,090,000
	220
	65%
	Confluence point, Mount Patti, Igala arts

	Kwara
	4,610,000
	195
	61%
	Esie museum, Awon mass wedding

	Nasarawa
	3,520,000
	140
	60%
	Farin Ruwa Falls, Keffi arts, Eggon culture

	Niger
	6,320,000
	130
	70%
	Gurara Falls, Zuma Rock, Nupe heritage

	Plateau
	5,580,000
	320
	75%
	Jos Wildlife Park, Nok culture, Shere Hills

	FCT (Abuja)
	4,450,000
	860
	80%
	Aso Rock, Arts & Crafts Village, cultural expos


(Source: Field Research, 2025).
Key Interpretations:
· Table 7 showing that highest population pressure was in the FCT with a density of ((860 people/km²), which correlates with a high perceived tourism development score (80%), due to better infrastructure and international exposure.
· Plateau and Niger States also showed strong tourism indices, supported by rich cultural heritage and natural attractions.
· Lower density states like Nasarawa and Kwara have moderate development, likely reflecting lower government investment or market visibility.
5.0. Discussion of Findings
The findings from the study reveal complex interactions between population pressure and tourism development in North-Central Nigeria. The integration of descriptive and inferential statistics, supported by spatial analysis, highlights both opportunities and threats to achieving sustainable tourism and cultural preservation in the face of rising population growth.
1. Relationship between Population Pressure and Tourism Development
The Chi-square test revealed a statistically significant association between population pressure and perceived levels of tourism development across the region (χ² = 16.72, df = 6, p = 0.010). This indicates that as population increases particularly in high-density areas such as the Federal Capital Territory (FCT) so does the perceived tourism growth. Population concentration often stimulates urbanization, infrastructure expansion, and increased demand for cultural and leisure activities (UNWTO, 2023; Gössling & Hall, 2021).
However, the relationship is not uniformly positive. While FCT and Plateau State exhibit both high population density and tourism development, states such as Nasarawa and Benue show high population figures with relatively modest tourism indicators. This variation suggests that other factors such as levels of public and private investment, security conditions, and heritage conservation policies mediate the relationship between demographic pressure and tourism outcomes. Importantly, recent scholarship cautions that unchecked population growth without parallel sustainability strategies can exacerbate pressure on fragile cultural and natural heritage, leading to over-tourism and degradation. This highlights the need for integrated planning that balances demographic realities with sustainable tourism frameworks in the North-Central Nigerian context.
2. Variation in Tourism Development Across States
The ANOVA result (F(6, 63) = 4.95, p = 0.001) indicates significant variation in tourism development across the North-Central states. In line with this, current reportage and sector documents suggest that the Federal Capital Territory (FCT/Abuja) and Plateau State exhibit comparatively stronger tourism performance driven by visibility, infrastructure concentration, and heritage assets—than several neighboring states in the zone. Abuja’s premium hotel segment (e.g., Abuja Continental/Capital Hotels PLC) illustrates continued investor attention and market activity, even amid national headwinds (Capital Hotels PLC, 2024). Plateau State’s portfolio—Shere Hills, Riyom Rock, Kurra/Assop Falls, the National Museum Jos and MOTNA remains a distinctive draw anchored in nature- and heritage-based offerings, formally recognized by the Plateau State Government and the National Commission for Museums and Monuments (Plateau State Government, n.d.; NCMM, 2022). These place-specific endowments and institutional anchors help explain why Plateau and the FCT often outpace peers on tourism indicators, despite broader national constraints (World Bank, 2020; BusinessDay, 2024).
At the national scale, recent evidence underscores persistent constraints: security concerns, infrastructure gaps, weak destination marketing, and skills deficits that depress overall demand and amplify sub-national disparities (The Guardian, 2024; BusinessDay, 2024). Visitor volumes remain modest by regional standards (≈1.2 million international arrivals in 2023), implying that states lacking strong brands, marquee sites, or sustained capital inflows may underperform relative to hubs like Abuja and Plateau (BusinessDay, 2024; The Guardian, 2024). Heritage capacities in the North-Central also hinge on federal custodianship (NCMM) and site curation—factors that can buffer destinations with significant museum and cultural assets (NCMM, 2022). In short, the statistically significant inter-state differences observed empirically are consistent with documented spatial unevenness in assets, investment, and enabling conditions across the zone (World Bank, 2020; Plateau State Government, n.d.; Capital Hotels PLC, 2024).
3. Cultural Assets and Sustainability Challenges
While the quantitative data show positive tourism trends in certain states, qualitative readings of the spatial pattern suggest concurrent risks to cultural preservation. Empirical work on Nigeria documents that poorly governed growth can trigger cultural commodification-the market-driven re-packaging of rituals, dress, and festivals leading to a loss of meaning and weakened community ownership. Recent heritage scholarship similarly warns that commercialization and weak safeguards accelerate the erosion of intangible cultural heritage (languages, oral traditions, performance) unless communities are empowered as custodians (Nomishan, 2024; Brooks et al., 2023).
In North-Central Nigeria, festival-led tourism is a double-edged sword: events in Plateau (e.g., Berom festivals) can strengthen identity and attract visitors, but are also vulnerable to over-staging and venue encroachment if planning excludes local voices (Davou, 2018; Omotoba et al., 2025). These dynamics reinforce the need for community-based tourism models co-design, shared benefits, and local control of narratives which evidence shows can translate cultural assets into livelihoods while preserving authenticity (Ijose & Adebayo, 2025; Madandola & Boussaa, 2023). For under-leveraged cultural states such as Benue and Niger, participatory governance and benefit-sharing are therefore central to balancing visitor growth with cultural continuity (Brooks et al., 2023; Nomishan, 2024).
4. Policy Implications
The findings suggest that sustainable tourism development in North-Central Nigeria must be spatially responsive and population-sensitive. In high-density hubs like the Federal Capital Territory (FCT), crowd management, transport systems, and infrastructure upgrades are critical to mitigating congestion and ensuring visitor safety. Conversely, in low-density yet heritage-rich states such as Niger and Benue, policies should prioritize visibility through cultural mapping, conservation of fragile heritage sites, and investment in security infrastructure to enhance tourist confidence (Madandola & Boussaa, 2023).
At a broader level, the study reinforces the importance of adopting geo-political frameworks in tourism planning. Regionalized strategies not only address spatial disparities but also allow for equitable allocation of federal and private investments, ensuring that states with rich but underutilized assets are not marginalized. Integrating tourism into regional development policies has been shown globally to reduce inequality and stimulate inclusive growth (UNWTO, 2023).
Furthermore, the emphasis on cultural mapping and participatory policy design aligns with contemporary African tourism research, which advocates placing local communities at the center of planning to safeguard cultural authenticity and promote shared economic benefits (Ijose & Adebayo, 2025). This approach directly addresses Nigeria’s uneven tourism development trajectory and provides a framework for balancing economic aspirations with cultural preservation and social justice.
5.1 Conclusion
This study investigated the impact of population pressure on tourism development across the six states and Federal Capital Territory (FCT) of North-Central Nigeria. Using a combination of descriptive statistics, inferential analysis (Chi-square and ANOVA), and spatial breakdowns, the research established that:
· There is a statistically significant relationship between population density and perceived levels of tourism development in the region.
· Tourism growth is unevenly distributed, with states like FCT and Plateau demonstrating high development indicators, while others such as Nasarawa and Kogi lag behind despite comparable or rising population pressures.
· Spatial analysis suggests that proximity to administrative centers, security conditions,infrastructure, and visibility of cultural assetsall influence how population dynamics affect tourism growth.
· Although increased population can stimulate tourism demand, unchecked urbanization and commercialization pose risks to cultural integrity and environmental sustainability.
The study underscores the need for a nuanced, spatially-sensitive approach to tourism development that balances economic growth with cultural preservation and sustainable urban planning.
5.2. Recommendations
1. Integrate Population Projections into Tourism Planning:
Tourism policies in North-Central Nigeria must incorporate demographic forecasting. Urban centers like the FCT and Jos should adopt crowd-control infrastructure, zoning regulations, and tourism load assessments to manage pressure on heritage sites and facilities.
2. Decentralize Tourism Development:
To ease pressure on overburdened urban tourism hubs, investments should be redirected toward underutilized but culturally rich states like Benue and Niger. These areas should benefit from eco-tourism models, community-based heritage curation, and marketing efforts to attract visitors.
3. Strengthen Cultural Heritage Protection Frameworks:
In areas experiencing high tourist influx, legislation must be updated to protect indigenous festivals, rituals, and sites from commodification and degradation. Partnerships between cultural custodians, tourism boards, and educational institutions can foster respectful engagement with local traditions.
4. Enhance Security and Infrastructure:
States like Nasarawa and Kogi require improved security architecture and road access to unlock their tourism potential. Infrastructure upgrades (roads, digital mapping, signage, rest areas) should be prioritized to connect rural tourism clusters to urban hubs.
5. Adopt Geospatial Monitoring Tools:
Tourism authorities should use Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to monitor visitor flows, track population changes, and evaluate environmental stress in tourism zones. This data can inform dynamic tourism capacity models and zoning regulations.
Closing Remark
As North-Central Nigeria continues to grapple with demographic growth and the urgent need for economic diversification, tourism stands out as a vital frontier for sustainable development. However, the findings of this study stress that population pressure is a double-edged sword offering demand-driven opportunities for growth, while simultaneously generating socio-cultural risks such as the commodification of heritage and strain on infrastructure. A proactive, evidence-based approach to tourism planning is therefore essential to achieving a balance between economic expansion, environmental sustainability, and cultural preservation.
Further Study Directions
To consolidate and expand upon the insights of this research, future studies should consider the following directions:
1. Longitudinal Analyses of Tourism Growth – Future research should adopt longitudinal methods to track tourism development trends over a decade or more. This would provide insights into how demographic growth, policy reforms, and security dynamics shape tourism sustainability in the region.
2. Comparative Geo-Political Studies – Extending the scope to compare North-Central Nigeria with other geopolitical zones (e.g., South-East, South-West) could reveal broader patterns of disparity and identify replicable best practices in tourism planning.
3. Community Perceptions and Inclusion – In-depth ethnographic studies are needed to capture the lived experiences of host communities, especially in heritage-rich but underutilized states like Niger and Benue. This would help assess the alignment between policy frameworks and community aspirations.
4. Tourism–Climate Nexus – With climate variability increasingly threatening Nigeria’s ecological and cultural landscapes, future studies should examine the intersection of tourism, climate adaptation, and environmental resilience in North-Central Nigeria.
5. Digital Innovation in Tourism – Further exploration of how AI, GIS mapping, and digital heritage platforms can enhance visibility, monitoring, and sustainable management of tourism assets in the region will be crucial for modernizing Nigeria’s tourism landscape.
By pursuing these directions, scholars and policymakers can deepen understanding of the complex interplay between population dynamics, cultural heritage, and sustainable tourism development in Nigeria, while providing actionable knowledge for regional and national growth.
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