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ABSTRACT

A critical systematic review investigates whether sustainable waste management initiatives can enhance stu-
dent engagement in Nigerian universities, with particular reference to the University of Port Harcourt (Uni-
Port). The study synthesises literature on recycling schemes, composting systems, campus waste audits, and 
community-based environmental stewardship programmes within higher education environments. It is the-
oretically anchored in Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement, Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour, the 
Sustainable Development Framework, and the Community of Inquiry Model, which collectively explain how 
participation, attitudes, perceived control, and social learning processes shape student behavioural outcomes.

Across international studies, there is generally consistent evidence that participatory environmental man-
agement programmes can improve student engagement by increasing involvement in institutional activities, 
strengthening environmental awareness, and fostering a stronger sense of campus belonging. However, these 
positive associations are highly dependent on programme design features such as student inclusion in de-
cision-making, curriculum integration, institutional support, and sustained resource allocation. Where such 
conditions are absent, engagement outcomes tend to be weak or short-lived.

In contrast, the Nigerian higher education context presents significant structural and operational constraints, 
including inadequate waste management infrastructure, limited environmental education integration, weak 
institutional enforcement mechanisms, and underdeveloped student sustainability cultures. Within this setting, 
the evidence base is notably sparse and largely non-empirical, relying heavily on conceptual discussions and 
studies from dissimilar contexts. As a result, causal claims regarding the impact of sustainable waste manage-
ment on student engagement in Nigerian universities remain tentative.

The review therefore concludes that while sustainable waste management initiatives hold strong theoretical 
promise as instruments for enhancing student engagement, the current strength of evidence is moderate and 
primarily inferential. The findings highlight a clear need for context-specific, methodologically rigorous em-
pirical studies in institutions such as UniPort to establish more definitive relationships and to inform policy 
and practice in Nigerian higher education sustainability governance.

Keywords: Sustainable waste management, student engagement, recycling, composting, University of Port 
Harcourt, Nigeria, campus sustainability, Theory of Planned Behaviour, student involvement, environmental 
governance, higher education, Niger Delta
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The relationship between institutional sustainabili-
ty practices and student engagement has emerged as 
a significant area of scholarly inquiry in higher ed-
ucation research over the past two decades, driven 
by growing recognition that universities serve not 
merely as sites of knowledge transmission but as civ-
ic institutions with profound responsibilities toward 
the communities and environments in which they are 
embedded. In sub-Saharan Africa, and within Nige-
ria in particular, this recognition has translated only 
partially into institutional practice, with the gap be-
tween policy aspiration and campus reality remaining 
considerably wider than in the Global North contexts 
where much of the foundational research has been 
conducted. The University of Port Harcourt presents 
a compelling and instructive case for examining this 
gap, given the particular environmental and institu-
tional conditions that characterise its operational con-
text.

UniPort, established in 1975 as the University of Port 
Harcourt and subsequently relocated to its current site 
in Choba, Rivers State, is one of Nigeria’s larger fed-
eral universities, with an enrolment that has grown 
substantially to exceed 50,000 students across un-
dergraduate and postgraduate programmes (National 
Universities Commission, 2020). Its campus occupies 
a significant land area in a rapidly expanding peri-ur-
ban zone of Port Harcourt, a city whose environmen-
tal profile is defined to a considerable degree by the 
consequences of being the commercial and adminis-
trative centre of Nigeria’s petroleum industry. Solid 
waste generation on the UniPort campus reflects both 
the scale of the institution and the broader waste man-
agement failures of its urban context. Port Harcourt, 
like most major Nigerian cities, lacks an adequate 
formal solid waste management infrastructure, rely-
ing on a mixture of state waste management authority 
collections that are irregular and insufficient, informal 
waste pickers who perform an unrecognised but eco-

logically significant sorting and recycling function, 
open dumping in informal settlements, and in some 
areas, open burning of waste with consequent air 
quality impacts (Ezeah, Fazakerley, & Roberts, 2013; 
Ogwueleka, 2009; World Bank, 2018).

Within the university, these broader urban waste man-
agement failures are compounded by institutional 
factors specific to higher education. High population 
density in a relatively contained campus space, the 
concentration of food vendors and canteen operations 
that generate substantial organic waste, the turnover 
of academic materials including paper, packaging, 
and electronic waste, and the absence of a coherent 
institutional waste management strategy combine to 
produce waste accumulation patterns that are envi-
ronmentally damaging and aesthetically degrading to 
the campus environment (Akinola, 2020; Ogwuele-
ka, 2009). The environmental degradation of campus 
spaces is not merely an aesthetic concern; the research 
reviewed in this paper demonstrates that the physi-
cal quality of campus environments is a meaningful 
determinant of the extent to which students identify 
with and participate in campus life, making waste 
management a student engagement issue as much as 
an environmental governance one.

The concept of student engagement, as theorised by 
Astin (1984), Tinto (1993), Kuh (2009), and others, 
encompasses the physical, cognitive, and emotional 
investment that students make in their educational ex-
perience and institutional membership. Engagement 
in this sense is a multidimensional construct encom-
passing academic engagement with the curriculum, 
social engagement with peers and campus commu-
nity, and civic engagement with the broader institu-
tional and social environment. Research consistently 
demonstrates that engaged students perform better 
academically, are less likely to withdraw from their 
programmes, develop stronger transferable compe-
tencies, and report higher satisfaction with their ed-
ucational experience (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, 
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& Hayek, 2007). The question this review examines 
is the extent to which sustainable waste management 
programmes constitute a vehicle through which Ni-
gerian universities, and UniPort specifically, can cul-
tivate deeper and more durable forms of student en-
gagement.

This question is practically and theoretically sig-
nificant for several reasons. Practically, waste man-
agement is a challenge that affects every student on 
campus daily, in ways that are concrete, visible, and 
experientially immediate. Unlike some sustainability 
interventions that operate at a level of abstraction or 
scale that makes individual student agency difficult 
to perceive, waste management practices, from the 
decision to use a recycling bin rather than a gener-
al waste bin to participation in a campus composting 
programme, represent accessible, low-barrier entry 
points into environmental citizenship that can gen-
erate the kind of repeated small-scale engagement 
experiences that gradually build stronger participato-
ry dispositions (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Stern, 
2000). Theoretically, the relationship between waste 
management practices and student engagement pro-
vides a productive empirical test case for frameworks 
developed largely in the Global North, including the 
Theory of Planned Behaviour and theories of student 
involvement, within a Nigerian institutional context 
whose structural and cultural characteristics may 
modify the relationships that these frameworks pre-
dict.

This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 presents 
the four theoretical frameworks that guide the review. 
Section 3 states the central hypothesis and its sup-
porting sub-propositions. Section 4 describes the sys-
tematic desktop review methodology. Section 5 pres-
ents findings across five thematic domains. Section 6 
discusses the implications of the evidence. Section 7 
presents conclusions and recommendations. Section 8 
addresses limitations and Section 9 provides the mas-
ter reference list.

2.0 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The relationship between sustainable waste manage-
ment practices and student engagement is theoreti-
cally multifaceted, encompassing psychological de-
terminants, social influence processes, institutional 
arrangements, and broader environmental governance 
conditions. This study adopts a multi-theoretical lens 
drawing on Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement, 
Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), Brundt-
land’s Sustainable Development Framework (as oper-
ationalised through Education for Sustainable Devel-
opment), and the Community of Inquiry (CoI) Model. 
Collectively, these frameworks provide a layered ex-
planatory structure for understanding how participa-
tion in campus sustainability initiatives may translate 
into student engagement outcomes.

A key strength of this integrative approach lies in its 
ability to capture engagement as a multidimensional 
construct influenced simultaneously by behavioural 
intention, institutional design, and pedagogical prac-
tice. Astin’s model foregrounds behavioural invest-
ment, TPB explains motivational precursors, Brundt-
land/ESD situates sustainability within normative 
and educational mandates, and CoI emphasises the 
social and cognitive construction of learning commu-
nities. However, despite this conceptual coherence, 
the framework remains largely derived from Western 
theoretical traditions with limited adaptation to the 
institutional, infrastructural, and socio-cultural real-
ities of Nigerian higher education. This introduces a 
potential contextual misalignment, particularly given 
the resource constraints, regulatory fragmentation, 
and evolving sustainability cultures characteristic of 
universities such as UniPort. Moreover, the model 
implicitly assumes relatively linear causal pathways 
between participation in waste management pro-
grammes and improved engagement outcomes, which 
may underestimate the mediating role of structural 
constraints and informal institutional practices.
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2.1 Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement

Alexander Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement 
(1984; 1999) provides the foundational conceptual 
basis for understanding how student engagement is 
generated through the investment of physical and psy-
chological energy in educational activities. Central to 
this theory is the proposition that student learning and 
development are functions of both the quantity and 
quality of involvement, rather than the intrinsic con-
tent of the activity itself.

Applied to sustainable waste management, the the-
ory suggests that engagement outcomes depend on 
the extent to which students are actively involved in 
environmental governance processes rather than pas-
sively exposed to institutional sustainability messag-
ing. Programmes such as student-led recycling sys-
tems, participatory waste audits, and feedback-driven 
environmental monitoring are therefore more likely 
to generate meaningful engagement because they re-
quire sustained cognitive and behavioural investment. 
In contrast, infrastructure-only interventions (e.g., 
provision of labelled bins without participatory struc-
tures) are unlikely to produce significant engagement 
effects due to the absence of active student agency.

2.2 Theory of Planned Behaviour

Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) 
explains behaviour as a function of behavioural inten-
tion, which is shaped by attitudes, subjective norms, 
and perceived behavioural control. Within the context 
of campus waste management, TPB provides a robust 
framework for identifying the psychological determi-
nants of student participation in sustainability initia-
tives.

Empirical literature suggests that students with pos-
itive environmental attitudes, strong perceptions of 
peer and institutional expectations, and a high sense 
of behavioural feasibility are more likely to engage in 
recycling and related practices (Tonglet, Phillips, & 
Read, 2004; Valle, Reis, Menezes, & Rebelo, 2004). 

However, in contexts such as Nigerian universities, 
perceived behavioural control may constitute the 
most critical limiting factor. Even where attitudes 
and norms are favourable, inadequate infrastructure, 
inconsistent waste collection systems, and limited 
accessibility of recycling facilities can significantly 
constrain actual behavioural execution. This indicates 
that behavioural change interventions must extend 
beyond awareness campaigns to include structural 
and infrastructural enablement.

2.3 Brundtland Framework and Education for 
Sustainable Development

The Brundtland Commission’s (1987) definition of 
sustainable development provides the normative foun-
dation for linking environmental responsibility with 
intergenerational equity. Within higher education, this 
has evolved into the Education for Sustainable De-
velopment (ESD) agenda, as articulated by UNESCO 
(2014), which emphasises experiential, interdisciplin-
ary, and problem-based learning approaches.

ESD scholarship argues that sustainability competen-
cies are best developed through active engagement 
with real-world environmental challenges (Sterling, 
2001; Wals, 2007). In this regard, campus waste man-
agement functions not only as an operational neces-
sity but also as a pedagogical tool. Activities such 
as waste audits, composting projects, and data-driv-
en environmental assessments can enhance systems 
thinking and anticipatory competence among students 
(Barth et al., 2007). Nevertheless, the effectiveness of 
ESD-aligned interventions in Nigerian universities is 
likely contingent on institutional readiness, curricu-
lum integration capacity, and sustained administrative 
commitment—factors that remain uneven across the 
sector.

2.4 Community of Inquiry Model

The Community of Inquiry (CoI) Model developed by 
Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) conceptualis-
es effective learning environments as the interaction 
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of cognitive presence, social presence, and teaching 
presence. Although originally developed for online 
learning environments, the model has been extend-
ed to collaborative and community-based educational 
settings, including sustainability education.

Within campus waste management contexts, CoI sug-
gests that student engagement is maximised when 
environmental initiatives foster collaborative inqui-
ry into sustainability challenges. Cognitive presence 
is enhanced through problem-solving activities such 
as analysing campus waste streams, social presence 
emerges through collective environmental action, and 
teaching presence is established through facilitation 
by academic staff and sustainability coordinators. 
This triadic structure enables waste management pro-
grammes to function simultaneously as operational 
systems and learning communities, thereby deepen-
ing both engagement and educational outcomes.

3.0 HYPOTHESIS

Grounded in the integrated theoretical framework 
and informed by the reviewed literature, this study 
advances the following hypothesis:

H1: The implementation of structured, participatory 
sustainable waste management programmes at the 
University of Port Harcourt—including recycling 
systems, composting initiatives, waste audits, and 
environmental stewardship activities—will signifi-
cantly enhance student engagement outcomes. These 
outcomes include participation in environmental ini-
tiatives, satisfaction with institutional environmental 
governance, sense of campus belonging, and pro-en-
vironmental behavioural intentions. The relationship 
is expected to be mediated by perceived programme 
relevance, subjective social norms, and perceived be-
havioural control.

The hypothesis is further specified through four 
sub-propositions. First, active participation in waste 

management programmes will be positively associ-
ated with higher levels of student engagement across 
academic, social, and civic domains. Second, be-
havioural intention to participate will be jointly pre-
dicted by attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived 
behavioural control, consistent with TPB. Third, 
programmes aligned with ESD principles will yield 
stronger engagement outcomes than purely opera-
tional interventions lacking pedagogical integration. 
Fourth, socially embedded sustainability initiatives 
will enhance students’ sense of belonging and institu-
tional satisfaction beyond the effects of environmen-
tal performance outcomes alone.

While these propositions are theoretically grounded, 
they remain analytically inferential within the scope 
of this desktop review. The absence of primary empir-
ical validation in comparable Nigerian university con-
texts limits the capacity to establish causal certainty. 
Consequently, the framework is best interpreted as 
a structured explanatory model that requires further 
empirical testing within context-specific institutional 
environments such as UniPort.

4.0 METHODOLOGY

4.1 Research Design

This study adopts a systematic desktop review design 
guided by Gough, Oliver, and Thomas (2012) and the 
thematic synthesis approach of Thomas and Harden 
(2008). This design is appropriate given the absence 
of primary empirical data specifically examining the 
relationship between sustainable waste management 
practices and student engagement at the University 
of Port Harcourt (UniPort). It also enables the inte-
gration of evidence drawn from multiple disciplinary 
fields, including environmental management, higher 
education studies, social psychology, and sustainabil-
ity governance.

Rather than aiming to generate pooled effect sizes 
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through meta-analysis, the review focuses on produc-
ing a structured and theoretically informed synthesis 
of heterogeneous evidence. This approach is partic-
ularly suitable for exploring complex, context-de-
pendent relationships where causal mechanisms are 
better understood through conceptual integration than 
statistical aggregation.

4.2 Search Strategy

A comprehensive and systematic search strategy was 
implemented across major academic databases, in-
cluding Scopus, Web of Science, JSTOR, ScienceDi-
rect, PubMed, Google Scholar, and African Journals 
Online (AJOL). AJOL was prioritised to capture Afri-
can and Nigerian scholarship that is often underrepre-
sented in international indexing systems.

Search strings were constructed using Boolean op-
erators and included combinations such as: “cam-
pus waste management AND student engagement,” 
“sustainable waste management AND university,” 
“recycling AND student behaviour,” “campus sus-
tainability AND higher education,” “Education for 
Sustainable Development AND universities,” “Theo-
ry of Planned Behaviour AND recycling,” and “Nige-
ria AND university AND waste management.” Addi-
tional targeted searches included “University of Port 
Harcourt AND sustainability” and “West Africa AND 
solid waste management AND institutions.”

To strengthen comprehensiveness, backward and for-
ward citation tracking was conducted from key review 
articles and foundational texts. Grey literature was 
also included from credible institutional and policy 
sources, such as the World Bank, United Nations En-
vironment Programme (UNEP), UNESCO Education 
for Sustainable Development frameworks, Nigerian 
Federal Ministry of Environment policy documents, 
National Universities Commission reports, Rivers 
State Waste Management Authority publications, and 
relevant institutional reports from UniPort.

4.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies were included if they (i) examined waste man-
agement practices in relation to student behaviour, 
participation, engagement, or environmental attitudes 
within higher education contexts; (ii) addressed gov-
ernance or operational aspects of waste management 
in Nigerian or comparable sub-Saharan African insti-
tutional settings; or (iii) provided theoretical or em-
pirical support for the conceptual frameworks under-
pinning the study. Broader international studies were 
also included where their findings offered transferable 
mechanisms relevant to university sustainability ini-
tiatives.

The temporal scope of the review was set from 1984 to 
2024, reflecting the publication of Astin’s foundation-
al work on student involvement. Only English-lan-
guage sources were included. Studies focusing exclu-
sively on industrial, agricultural, or municipal waste 
systems without relevance to educational institutions 
were excluded.

4.4 Analytical Approach

Data synthesis followed the thematic synthesis meth-
od proposed by Thomas and Harden (2008), compris-
ing three stages: initial line-by-line coding of extract-
ed findings, organisation of codes into descriptive 
themes, and development of higher-order analytical 
themes through interpretive synthesis. This process 
enabled the identification of five overarching themat-
ic domains: (i) institutional and environmental condi-
tions of waste management in Nigerian universities; 
(ii) behavioural and psychological determinants of 
pro-environmental participation; (iii) student engage-
ment outcomes of sustainability programmes; (iv) 
governance and implementation constraints in high-
er education institutions; and (v) socio-cultural and 
economic factors shaping environmental practices in 
Nigeria.

Analysis was further guided by Astin’s Involvement 
Theory, Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour, the 
Sustainable Development/ESD framework, and the 
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Community of Inquiry model. This integrative lens 
allowed the review to move beyond descriptive ag-
gregation toward a structured interpretation of how 
sustainable waste management initiatives may func-
tion as both operational systems and student engage-
ment mechanisms within the UniPort context.

.

5.0 FINDINGS

5.1 Institutional and Environmental Context of 
Waste Management at UniPort and Nigerian 
Universities.

The institutional context of waste management at the 
University of Port Harcourt (UniPort) reflects broad-
er systemic conditions in Nigerian universities, where 
infrastructural limitations, fragmented governance, 
and weak sustainability integration shape operation-
al outcomes. Evidence indicates that organic waste 
dominates campus waste streams, accounting for 
approximately 55–70% of total waste, followed by 
plastics and paper, which together constitute a small-
er but significant fraction (Ogwueleka, 2009). This 
composition is critical because it shifts the analytical 
focus away from recycling-only models toward com-
posting-oriented interventions that better align with 
actual waste profiles. At the same time, the presence 
of informal waste recovery systems in Port Harcourt, 
which extract a notable proportion of recyclable ma-
terials before formal collection (Ezeah et al., 2013), 
complicates the institutional picture by introducing 
an alternative, market-driven recycling structure that 
operates outside university governance.

Within this context, regulatory frameworks such as 
NESREA guidelines and state sanitation laws estab-
lish formal expectations for waste segregation and 
environmental compliance, yet enforcement remains 
weak and inconsistently applied in university settings 
(Akinola, 2020). The result is a regulatory environ-
ment characterised by formal policy presence but 
limited operational pressure, leaving implementation 

largely dependent on institutional leadership rath-
er than external accountability mechanisms. Conse-
quently, waste management initiatives in Nigerian 
universities tend to be fragmented, often driven by 
individual champions or student groups rather than 
embedded institutional systems, and are vulnerable 
to discontinuity once initial leadership momentum 
declines (Oyebode & Morakinyo, 2019). This pattern 
underscores a central constraint: without institutional-
isation at governance level, sustainability programmes 
risk remaining episodic rather than structural.

5.2 Pro-Environmental Behaviour in Nigerian 
Universities: Attitudes, Norms, and Infrastructure

Across the Nigerian university literature, a consistent 
behavioural pattern emerges: strong pro-environmen-
tal attitudes coexist with weak actual engagement in 
waste management practices. Studies consistently 
show that while students express high levels of envi-
ronmental concern, actual participation in recycling 
or waste sorting remains below 30% (Uche et al., 
2020). The key explanatory factor is not attitudinal 
weakness but structural constraint, particularly limit-
ed infrastructure and low perceived behavioural con-
trol. In practical terms, students are willing but unable 
to act consistently due to inadequate availability and 
accessibility of waste management systems.

This interpretation is reinforced by Oduola et al. 
(2016), whose findings demonstrate that environ-
mental attitudes only translate into behaviour when 
supported by enabling infrastructure, suggesting full 
mediation by perceived behavioural control. In such 
contexts, behavioural change is therefore structurally 
conditioned rather than psychologically driven alone. 
Social norms further shape participation patterns, but 
their effect is largely dependent on visibility. Azeez 
et al. (2019) show that descriptive norms—what 
students observe others doing—are more influential 
than injunctive norms. This implies that engagement 
is socially contagious but only when participation is 
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visible and normalised within peer groups. Gender 
patterns also appear, with female students generally 
reporting higher environmental engagement (Mo-
folorunsho et al., 2020), although this reflects prior 
socialisation rather than fixed behavioural capacity. 
Overall, the evidence suggests that behaviour at Ni-
gerian universities is primarily infrastructure-led and 
norm-reinforced rather than attitude-driven.

5.3 Campus Sustainability Programmes and Stu-
dent Engagement: International Evidence

International evidence provides stronger and more 
consistent support for the link between campus sus-
tainability initiatives and student engagement, al-
though the effects are highly dependent on programme 
design. Across studies, three mechanisms repeatedly 
emerge: perceived student agency, social belonging, 
and identity alignment with sustainability values 
(Lozano, 2006). Where students are actively involved 
in implementation rather than passive recipients, en-
gagement outcomes are significantly stronger.

Evidence from sustainability auditing and reporting 
initiatives shows that student participation enhances 
both environmental knowledge and institutional sat-
isfaction (Disterheft et al., 2015). Similarly, recycling 
infrastructure studies demonstrate that improved ac-
cessibility and visibility increase both participation 
rates and perceptions of institutional commitment 
(Smith & Stevenson, 2009; Zsoka et al., 2013). Im-
portantly, these effects are not purely behavioural 
but symbolic, signalling institutional values that in-
fluence broader student satisfaction. Composting 
and waste audit programmes further extend these 
outcomes by embedding experiential learning into 
environmental practice, thereby strengthening both 
cognitive engagement and sense of community be-
longing (Barlett, 2011; Nousheen et al., 2020). How-
ever, these findings are largely derived from high- and 
middle-income institutional contexts, limiting direct 
transferability without contextual adaptation.

5.4 Institutional Governance, Policy, and En-
abling Conditions

A consistent finding across the literature is that gov-
ernance structure is the strongest determinant of pro-
gramme sustainability. Initiatives embedded within 
formal institutional systems with dedicated funding 
and administrative support are significantly more du-
rable than those driven by individual actors (Wright, 
2002; Lozano et al., 2015). In Nigeria, however, 
sustainability is not embedded within National Uni-
versities Commission accreditation requirements, re-
sulting in weak institutional incentives for structured 
environmental programming (NUC, 2020).

At UniPort, this governance gap manifests in the 
absence of a clearly articulated sustainability frame-
work linking waste management to student engage-
ment outcomes. Existing initiatives appear fragment-
ed and operational rather than strategic (University 
of Port Harcourt, 2022). Funding constraints further 
reinforce this fragmentation, as environmental pro-
grammes compete with core academic priorities for 
limited institutional resources (TETFund, 2021). In 
this context, student unions represent a potentially 
underleveraged governance mechanism capable of 
generating peer-legitimised engagement, particularly 
where institutional support is limited. However, with-
out structural integration, such initiatives risk remain-
ing peripheral rather than transformative.

5.5 Cultural, Social, and Economic Dimensions of 
Environmental Engagement

The Nigerian university context introduces import-
ant moderating factors that shape how sustainability 
interventions are received and enacted. Culturally, 
waste management is often associated with domestic 
labour roles, which may affect participation patterns, 
particularly among male students (Daniel, 2021). This 
indicates that framing is not merely communicative 
but structurally relevant to participation outcomes.

Economically, student time constraints and finan-
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cial pressures limit engagement in unpaid activities, 
suggesting that participation is sensitive to perceived 
opportunity costs (Chukwu et al., 2022). However, 
incentive-compatible models such as skill certifica-
tion, compost utilisation, or structured recognition—
may offset these constraints. At the same time, envi-
ronmental lived experience in the Niger Delta may 
strengthen effective engagement with sustainability 
initiatives due to direct exposure to ecological degra-
dation linked to oil extraction (Ugochukwu & Ertel, 
2008). Religious institutions also play a reinforcing 
role, as environmental stewardship framed with-
in faith-based narratives can strengthen normative 
commitment to sustainability practices (Okonkwo & 
Obi, 2018). Together, these factors suggest that en-
vironmental engagement in Nigerian universities is 
not solely behavioural or infrastructural but deeply 
embedded in cultural, economic, and identity-based 
systems.

6.0 DISCUSSION

The synthesis of evidence across the thematic do-
mains of this review indicates a broadly coherent 
theoretical and empirical basis for understanding sus-
tainable waste management as a potential driver of 
student engagement at the University of Port Harcourt 
(UniPort), although the strength of this relationship 
is fundamentally conditional rather than universal. 
Across Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement, the 
Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD), and the Community 
of Inquiry (CoI) framework, a consistent proposition 
emerges: student engagement is most likely to be en-
hanced when sustainability initiatives are participato-
ry, socially embedded, institutionally supported, and 
cognitively meaningful. However, while international 
evidence strongly supports this proposition, its appli-
cability in the UniPort context is mediated by infra-
structural constraints, governance limitations, and so-

cio-cultural conditions that shape whether theoretical 
mechanisms can translate into observable outcomes.

A central insight from the review is that infrastruc-
ture functions as a foundational constraint that pre-
cedes behavioural or attitudinal change. Evidence 
from Nigerian studies consistently demonstrates that 
perceived behavioural control is the strongest pre-
dictor of waste-related behaviour, outweighing both 
attitudes and social norms. This suggests that en-
gagement cannot be meaningfully generated through 
behavioural appeals or awareness campaigns alone 
in contexts where enabling systems are absent. In 
practical terms, this means that student engagement 
through waste management at UniPort is structurally 
contingent on the prior or simultaneous development 
of functional waste segregation, recycling, and com-
posting infrastructure. Without this condition, even 
highly motivated students are unlikely to translate 
intention into sustained practice, limiting the effec-
tiveness of otherwise well-designed engagement pro-
grammes.

Beyond infrastructure, the evidence highlights that 
engagement outcomes are strongly mediated by so-
cial processes rather than purely individual cognition. 
Across international studies, the most durable ef-
fects of sustainability programmes arise not from be-
havioural compliance alone, but from the formation of 
shared identities, peer networks, and communities of 
practice around environmental action. This shifts the 
analytical focus from “waste management systems” 
to “social engagement architectures.” For UniPort, 
this implies that the effectiveness of sustainability ini-
tiatives will depend heavily on whether they are able 
to generate visible, socially reinforced participation. 
Student-led sustainability groups, peer demonstration 
effects, and publicly visible participation mechanisms 
are therefore likely to be more influential than top-
down administrative interventions alone.

The Nigerian context further modifies these mecha-
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nisms through culturally embedded interpretations of 
waste, economic constraints, and lived environmen-
tal experience. Waste management is not a culturally 
neutral practice; its association with domestic labour 
roles may affect willingness to participate, particular-
ly among certain student groups, unless reframed as 
civic leadership or institutional improvement. At the 
same time, financial constraints mean that participa-
tion is sensitive to opportunity costs, reinforcing the 
importance of embedding tangible incentives—aca-
demic recognition, skills development, or resource 
utilisation—within programme design. Conversely, 
the environmental history of the Niger Delta intro-
duces a potentially powerful motivational dimension, 
as students’ lived exposure to ecological degradation 
may strengthen affective and moral engagement with 
sustainability initiatives when these are explicitly 
connected to environmental restoration narratives.

Institutionally, the review highlights that governance 
structure is a decisive factor in determining wheth-
er engagement effects can be sustained. International 
evidence consistently shows that sustainability pro-
grammes embedded within formal institutional frame-
works, supported by funding and leadership com-
mitment, are significantly more durable than those 
reliant on individual initiative. In contrast, Nigerian 
universities—including UniPort—exhibit fragmented 
sustainability governance with limited institutionali-
sation of environmental programmes. This creates a 
structural gap between policy intent and operation-
al capacity. Without embedding waste management 
within formal institutional strategy and resource allo-
cation frameworks, student engagement outcomes are 
likely to remain episodic rather than transformative.

Overall, the discussion suggests that sustainable waste 
management at UniPort should not be conceptualised 
narrowly as an environmental intervention, but rather 
as an integrated socio-institutional system that simul-
taneously operates as infrastructure, pedagogy, and 
community-building mechanism. Its effectiveness 

depends less on the existence of waste systems per se 
and more on how those systems are socially organ-
ised, institutionally supported, and culturally framed.

7.0 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDA-
TIONS

This review has established that sustainable waste 
management has strong theoretical grounding and 
substantial international empirical support as a mech-
anism for enhancing student engagement in higher 
education. However, its effectiveness in the context 
of Nigerian universities, and specifically UniPort, is 
contingent on infrastructural readiness, institutional 
embedding, and socio-cultural adaptation. The key 
conclusion is not that waste management automati-
cally produces engagement, but that it can function 
as a powerful engagement platform when treated as 
a participatory, educational, and socially embedded 
institutional system.

On the basis of this synthesis, several recommenda-
tions are proposed. First, UniPort should prioritise the 
establishment of functional waste segregation, recy-
cling, and composting infrastructure as a foundational 
requirement for any engagement-oriented sustainabil-
ity programme. Second, a student-led campus sustain-
ability structure should be formally institutionalised 
to ensure visibility, peer legitimacy, and continuity 
of participation. Third, waste management initiatives 
should be explicitly integrated into academic pro-
grammes across disciplines to strengthen experiential 
learning and deepen cognitive engagement. Fourth, 
composting should be prioritised as a core interven-
tion due to the predominance of organic waste in the 
campus waste stream and its strong potential for both 
environmental and educational impact. Finally, insti-
tutional participation in international sustainability 
ranking systems such as UI GreenMetric should be 
pursued as a strategic mechanism for benchmarking 
and incentivising sustainability investment.
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At the policy level, it is recommended that the Na-
tional Universities Commission incorporate environ-
mental sustainability and waste management stan-
dards into accreditation requirements for Nigerian 
universities. This would address the current structural 
gap that allows sustainability to remain optional rath-
er than systemic, thereby improving sector-wide en-
vironmental performance.

8.0 LIMITATIONS

This review is constrained primarily by the absence 
of primary empirical data directly examining sustain-
able waste management and student engagement at 
UniPort or closely comparable Nigerian federal uni-
versities. As a result, its conclusions are inferential, 
drawing on international evidence and Nigerian stud-
ies of related behavioural and institutional dynamics. 
While these sources provide strong theoretical and 
contextual support, they do not substitute for locally 
grounded empirical validation.

A second limitation relates to the geographical imbal-
ance in the literature base. A significant proportion of 
the evidence reviewed originates from high-income 
and middle-income countries, where infrastructural 
capacity, governance structures, and student cultures 
differ markedly from those in Nigerian universities. 
Although contextual interpretation has been applied, 
full equivalence of conditions cannot be assumed, 
and transferability remains an empirical question.

Finally, the review does not employ a formal PRIS-
MA protocol or quantitative quality appraisal frame-
work. As a result, the possibility of selection bias and 
publication bias—particularly the over-representation 
of successful sustainability interventions in the litera-
ture—cannot be excluded. This introduces a potential 
positive bias in the strength of conclusions drawn. Fu-
ture research should therefore prioritise primary em-
pirical studies and more formalised systematic review 
protocols to strengthen evidential robustness.
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