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1. Introduction 

The growing focus on sustainability in higher education 

institutions (HEIs) has led to the adoption of green campus 

programs as a systematic strategy to promote sustainable 

behaviors. HEIs are central to the pursuit of sustainable 

development (SD), and are seen as a “microcosm of the circular 

economy” (Vergani, 2024), especially in relation to Goal 4 of 

the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) on 

inclusive and equitable education (UNESCO, 2022; United 

Nations, 2015). Universities can act as catalysts for societal 

change by integrating sustainability concepts into both 

education and institutional management through strategic 

partnerships with stakeholders. These partnerships help embed 
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 ÖZ 

Bu kavramsal çalışmanın amacı, Türkiye’deki üniversitelerde atık ayırma davranışını açıklamak amacıyla teori temelli 

bir çerçeve geliştirmektedir. Çalışma, Davranışsal Gerekçelendirme Teorisi’nden yararlanarak sürdürülebilirlik ve 

dayanışma değerlerinin atık ayırma davranışına yönelik “davranışı destekleyen gerekçeleri” (algılanan faydalar) ve 

“davranışa karşı gerekçeleri” (algılanan engeller) nasıl şekillendirdiğini ortaya koymaktadır. Bu gerekçelerin atık 

ayırmaya yönelik tutumları etkilediği, tutumların ise davranışı yönlendirdiği öne sürülmektedir. Modelde ayrıca 

bağlamsal bir düzenleyici değişken olarak yeşil kampüs girişimleri yer almaktadır. Bu girişimlerin fayda temelli 

gerekçeleri güçlendirmesi, algılanan engelleri azaltması ve tutum ile davranış arasındaki ilişkiyi kuvvetlendirmesi 

beklenmektedir. Bu yapı temelinde çalışma; (1) değerlerin davranışı destekleyen ve davranışa karşı gerekçeler üzerindeki 
etkilerini, (2) bu gerekçelerin tutumların oluşumundaki aracılık rolünü ve (3) yeşil kampüs girişimlerinin çevre yanlısı 

davranışları güçlendirmedeki düzenleyici rolünü açıklayan bir dizi önerme geliştirmektedir. Çevre psikolojisi, 

sürdürülebilirlik yönetimi ve yükseköğretim alanlarını bir araya getiren bu çalışma üç temel katkı sunmaktadır. İlk olarak, 

Davranışsal Gerekçelendirme Teorisi’ni yeni bir ampirik bağlama uyarlamaktadır. İkinci olarak, atık ayırma davranışının 

altında yatan bilişsel süreçleri açıklığa kavuşturmaktadır. Üçüncü olarak ise kurumsal ortamların çevre yanlısı 

davranışları nasıl şekillendirdiğini ortaya koymaktadır. Ayrıca çalışma, Türk yükseköğretim kurumlarında 

sürdürülebilirlik uygulamalarını geliştirmeyi amaçlayan üniversite yöneticileri ve politika yapıcılar için uygulamaya 

yönelik öneriler sunmaktadır. 
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A B S T R A C T 

This conceptual paper develops a theory-driven framework to explain waste separation behavior in universities in 

Türkiye. It draws on Behavioral Reasoning Theory (BRT) to map how sustainability and solidarity values shape “reasons 

for” (perceived benefits) and “reasons against” (perceived barriers) waste separation. These reasons influence attitudes 
toward waste separation, which then drive behavior. The model also includes green campus initiatives as a contextual 

moderator. These initiatives are expected to strengthen benefit-based reasoning, reduce perceived barriers, and tighten 

the link between attitudes and behavior. Building on this structure, the paper advances a set of propositions detailing (1) 

the effects of values on reasons for and against behavior, (2) the mediating role of these reasons in shaping attitudes, and 

(3) the moderating role of green campus initiatives in reinforcing pro-environmental behavior. By bringing together work 

from environmental psychology, sustainability management, and higher education, the paper makes three contributions. 

It extends BRT to a new empirical context, clarifies the cognitive processes behind waste separation, and shows how 

institutional settings shape pro-environmental behavior. It also offers practical guidance for university administrators and 
policymakers aiming to improve sustainability practices in Turkish higher education institutions. 
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SD values into curriculum, research activities, and campus 

management (Menon & Suresh, 2020). 

Green campus projects are a form of environmental 

management system in the higher education system and are a 

first step towards institutional sustainability (Frizon et al., 

2024). HEIs have to play a transformative role, not only by 

integrating SD principles into their operational policies, but also 

by influencing the future professionals who will be active in the 

field of sustainability challenges (Aleixo et al., 2021; Homer & 

Khor, 2022). Universities can be co-creators of change through 

curriculum design, interdisciplinary research and infrastructural 

innovations, and embed sustainability competencies beyond the 

academic world into industry and policy. One of the most 

important parts of these programs is waste separation, which is 

crucial for successful recycling and waste management. 

Therefore, we want to investigate the factors that affect waste 

separation behavior in the context of green campus initiatives, 

with a focus on the relevance of Behavioral Reasoning Theory 

(BRT) (Westaby, 2005) to understanding this behavior. BRT 

can be used to investigate the role of reasoning processes in 

people's behavior regarding sustainability, including the reasons 

for and against sustainable behaviors (Sahu et al., 2020; Ünal et 

al., 2024). 

While the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) (Ajzen, 1991) and 

Value-Belief-Norm theory (VBN) (Stern et al., 1999; Stern, 

2000) have been widely used to explain the relationship between 

values and behavioral intentions, Behavioral Reasoning Theory 

(BRT) has been underutilized in this regard. This study is 

located between theory and practice and uses BRT to examine 

the separation of waste in green campus initiatives. The research 

will explore the relationship between sustainability values and 

perceptions of benefits and barriers to determine how attitudes 

are formed and how they are expressed in action. Apart from the 

practical implications that come with it, waste sorting among 

university students is an important case study on pro-

environmental behaviors as it can help understand how people 

assimilate and implement sustainability measures within 

institutional environments. The campus setting, as a form of 

structured “living laboratory” (Leal Filho et al., 2019; Dagiliūtė 

et al., 2018), presents a distinct platform where one can observe 

how different environmental influences, along with social and 

organizational cultures, impact sustainable behaviors. Such an 

environment makes it possible not only to conduct behavior 

experiments but also to facilitate the dissemination of such 

behaviors into students’ future personal and professional 

activities. 

Sustainability initiatives at universities have gained popularity 

in Türkiye recently, and the reason for such trends may be 

related to the national policies of the country and global 

environmental concerns. It can be stated that sustainability 

initiatives at universities are increasing in Türkiye as part of the 

national policy agenda and international environmental 

obligations. While financial investments into the infrastructure 

(color-coded bins, information campaigns, recycling centers) 

have been introduced, their implementation may differ 

regarding their impact on students' activities (Largo-Wight et al., 

2013; Öktem et al., 2023). This gap between provision and 

action highlights the need to examine both the external factors 

that facilitate behavior and the internal thought processes that 

shape individual decision-making. With the growth of 

sustainability efforts in Turkish universities, it is important to 

have conceptual clarity about the mechanisms that stimulate or 

hinder waste separation behavior in culturally and institutionally 

diverse contexts. 

In this context, Behavioral Reasoning Theory is particularly 

useful because it highlights the cognitive underpinnings of 

behavioral intentions by focusing on the reasons for and against 

engaging in the behavior (Westaby, 2005). BRT explicitly 

accounts for ambivalence, competing motivations, and context-

specific rationalizations, which are important factors in 

sustainability behaviors, where convenience, effort, and 

environmental concern are often in conflict (Tandon et al., 2020; 

Ünal et al., 2024). Applying BRT to analyze students’ reasons 

for participating or not participating in waste separation can 

provide a more detailed understanding of these rationales, 

especially in contexts where sustainability programs are not yet 

entrenched in the culture. 

Furthermore, the incorporation of BRT into the research on 

green campus behaviors promotes conceptual and managerial 

understandings. It builds on the concept of environmental 

behavior literature by shedding light on the mediating role of 

reasoning between sustainability values and behavioral 

intentions, thereby complementing the value-based theories and 

overcoming their drawbacks in predicting context-dependent 

behaviors. For managers, understanding the specific factors that 

support or impede waste separation offers valuable insights to 

inform targeted interventions, including strategic 

communication, nudges, curriculum engagement, and 

infrastructure redesign (Frizon et al., 2024; Zhang, 2023). 

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1. Behavioral Reasoning Theory 

Behavioral Reasoning Theory (BRT) suggests that people's 

behaviors are shaped by their reasoning processes (Claudy et al., 

2015; Westaby, 2005), which include assessing the perceived 

benefits and barriers of certain behaviors (Álvarez - García et 

al., 2018; Simms et al., 2020). BRT explicitly includes context-

specific reasons that facilitate or hinder behaviors, unlike the 

Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) and the Theory of 

Reasoned Action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Claudy et al. (2013) 

used BRT to investigate green product adoption, showing that 

reasons for and against adoption affect attitudes and intentions 

in addition to the traditional behavioral determinants. In the field 

of sustainability studies, BRT has been used to analyze the 

decision-making processes of people with respect to pro-

environmental behaviors (Chi et al., 2023; Ünal et al., 2024). 

Ryan and Casidy (2018) used BRT to explore green purchasing 

decisions and Sahu et al. (2020) explored sustainable 

consumption practices using BRT. Key concepts within BRT 

include values, reasons for and against, attitude and actual 

behavior. We conceptualize them as sustainability values, 

perceived benefits and barriers, attitude and waste separation 

behavior in our case. 

Sustainability values refer to the intrinsic beliefs and principles 

that motivate individuals to engage in environmentally 

responsible behaviors (Gimenez-Jimenez & Harc, 2024). 

Perceived benefits encompass the positive outcomes individuals 

associate with waste separation, such as environmental 

protection and resource conservation (Qu et al., 2023; Stoeva & 

Alriksson, 2017; Zhang, 2023). Conversely, perceived barriers 

include the obstacles that hinder individuals from engaging in 

waste separation, such as lack of knowledge, convenience, and 

social norms (Kiefer et al., 2018; Simms et al., 2020; Sundar et 

al., 2023). 
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2.2. Sustainability Values and Pro-Environmental Behavior 

Pro-environmental values play a significant role in shaping 

individuals' sustainability behaviors, including waste separation 

and recycling practices. Research has shown that individuals 

with strong pro-environmental values are more likely to engage 

in sustainable consumption behaviors, as they perceive these 

actions as aligned with their beliefs (Gimenez-Jimenez & Harc, 

2024). Solidarity values, which emphasize the 

interconnectedness of individuals and their responsibility 

towards the environment, also contribute to pro-environmental 

behaviors (Fritsche et al., 2018). In this study, sustainability 

values are conceptualized as a broader construct encompassing 

both pro-environmental values and solidarity values, consistent 

with the sustainable values framework proposed by 

Gimenez‑Jimenez and Harc (2024). While pro-environmental 

values reflect concern for environmental protection, responsible 

resource use, and the well-being of future generations, solidarity 

values emphasize social justice, equity, and support for 

disadvantaged groups (Gimenez‑Jimenez & Harc, 2024). The 

former primarily emphasizes the environmental side of 

sustainability, whereas the latter emphasizes its social side. 

Following Gimenez-Jimenez and Harc (2024), both were 

incorporated into our proposed conceptual framework under the 

sustainability values, indicating that sustainability values in the 

study are jointly represented by pro-environmental values and 

solidarity values. 

Previous literature suggests that individuals who internalize 

sustainability values are more likely to engage in waste 

separation as a habitual behavior, yet contextual factors mediate 

this relationship. In a meta-analysis of recycling behaviour 

studies, Miafodzyeva et al. (2013) found that pro-environmental 

values were always found to be significant in predicting 

recycling participation across cultural and institutional contexts. 

In higher education settings, Kelly et al. (2006) show that those 

who have high environmental values were more likely to be 

engaged in campus recycling initiatives, further supporting the 

contribution of HEIs to the promotion of sustainability-related 

behaviors. But Whitmarsh and O'Neill (2010) suggest that 

values are not the only factor that determine waste separation 

behaviors; convenience and infrastructure play a significant role 

in decision making. Barr et al. (2013) also point out that the 

significance of values for waste separation differs between 

private and public contexts, indicating that institutional 

measures (like waste sorting facilities that are easy to access) are 

needed to make sustainability attitudes more consistent in 

university settings.  

2.3. Perceived Benefits and Barriers to Waste Separation 

The advantages of waste separation are complex and include 

environmental, economic and socio-ethical aspects. 

Environmental benefits include reduced waste in landfills, lower 

greenhouse gas emissions, and conservation of natural resources 

(Sheau-Ting et al., 2016). Economic benefits can include cost 

savings due to lower waste disposal fees and/or revenue from 

recycling programs (Knickmeyer, 2020). Socio-ethical benefits 

pertain to the collective responsibility of individuals towards 

their communities and future generations (Zhang, 2023). On the 

other hand, the barriers perceived by individuals can also be a 

significant barrier to their participation in waste separation. 

Lack of awareness or knowledge about appropriate waste 

separation practices can deter participation (Simms et al., 2020; 

Sundar et al., 2023). However, usage barriers such as the 

difficulty of sorting waste and the inconvenience of recycling 

bins are also important (Kiefer et al., 2018; Simms et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, value-risk barriers, which involve the evaluation 

of the risks perceived by the person in the waste separation 

process and the benefits, can also affect decision-making 

processes (Sarigöllü et al., 2020). Inconsistencies in findings 

regarding the perceived benefits and barriers to waste separation 

highlight the need for further investigation. While some studies 

emphasize the importance of perceived benefits in promoting 

waste separation, others suggest that barriers may have a more 

significant impact on behavior (Testa et al., 2023). 

Understanding these relationships is crucial for developing 

targeted interventions that address both perceived benefits and 

barriers to enhance waste separation behavior. 

2.4. Attitude-Behavior Relationship in Waste Separation 

When attitude-behavior gap is considered, even with positive 

attitudes toward sustainability, there is no guarantee that 

individuals will engage in environmental practices (Claudy et 

al., 2013; Westaby, 2005). Such a discrepancy can be caused by 

various aspects, including perceived barriers, social context, and 

others. Identifying appropriate behavioral interventions aimed at 

closing the gap between attitudes and behavior related to 

sustainability is a crucial challenge in this field. It is important 

to develop further empirical research focused on identifying 

interventions which would help reduce or eliminate barriers 

preventing pro-sustainability attitudes from materializing into 

practice. The present study provides an example of how the 

existing literature on Behavioral Reasoning Theory (BRT) can 

be used in studying the issue of waste separation behavior. 

While previous studies mostly addressed attitudes toward 

environmental behavior, the current one focuses on 

understanding the reasons for and against such behavior through 

a conceptual framework. 

3. Methods 

We adopt a proposition-based style of conceptual framework 

development to move beyond incremental literature summaries 

(Cornelissen, 2017). Following Jaakkola’s (2020) 

methodological taxonomy, we employ a strategy of theory 

adaptation. This design utilizes Behavioral Reasoning Theory 

(BRT) as an alternative frame of reference to expand traditional 

behavioral paradigms. By doing so, we address the persistent 

attitude–behavior gap within the empirical domain of Higher 

Education Institutions (HEIs) in Türkiye. 

This framework functions as a context-specific midrange theory 

(Lindgreen et al., 2013, 2021). It bridges abstract behavioral 

psychology paradigms with localized applied theories-in-use 

derived from the experiences of campus stakeholders. Figure 1 

illustrates this research pathway, modeling the interfaces 

between these distinct knowledge domains. 

Figure 1. Research Design Pathway  

 

Source: Adapted from Lindgreen et al., 2021 
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4. A Conceptual Framework 

Based on the Behavioral Reasoning Theory (BRT), our 

conceptual model relates sustainability values to waste 

separation behavior through individuals' context-dependent 

“reasons for” and “reasons against” engagement while taking 

into consideration the contextual role of green campus activities 

in Turkish HEIs. Following BRT, the propositions holds that 

values influence reasons, reasons affect attitudes, and attitudes 

motivate intentions and behaviors, whereas the context may 

either enhance or inhibit such relationships by adjusting the 

salience and persuasiveness of the reasons (Westaby, 2005; 

Claudy et al., 2013; Claudy et al., 2015). In applying BRT to this 

context, the model incorporates sustainability values (including 

solidarity values), reasons (benefits/barriers), attitudinal 

assessment of waste separation, and finally waste separation 

behavior while introducing green campus activities as 

moderators. Following BRT, values function as distal 

antecedents directing meaning construction and selective 

attention to reasons for or against action (Westaby, 2005; 

Claudy et al., 2015). In the present study, both sustainability 

values and solidarity values are expected to sensitize individuals 

to the existence of benefits (such as ecological impact or 

intergenerational obligations) and de-emphasize the 

significance of barriers (such as inconvenience or vagueness). 

Empirical research indicates that pro-environmental and 

solidarity values contribute to sustainable behaviors, as well as 

the tendency to recycle and sort wastes (Gimenez‑Jimenez & 

Harc, 2024; Fritsche et al., 2018). 

Moreover, reasons for or against an action are regarded as 

proximal antecedents of the attitude towards this action 

(Álvarez‑García et al., 2018; Simms et al., 2020). In the context 

of waste sorting, reasons for may cover ecological outcomes, 

reputation impacts, or community welfare (Qu et al., 2023; 

Zhang, 2023), while reasons against usually refer to efforts 

required, sorting ambiguities, or lacking sorting infrastructure 

(Kiefer et al., 2018; Sundar et al., 2023). Even if positive 

attitudes tend to forecast environmentally friendly behavior, the 

attitude-behavior gap is known to exist due to situational 

barriers and conflicting motives (Claudy et al., 2013; Westaby, 

2005). At HEIs, the availability and use of the sorting system 

determine whether positive attitudes lead to waste segregation. 

Proposition 1 (P1). Sustainability values (including solidarity 

values) positively influence perceived benefits and negatively 

influence perceived barriers to waste separation. 

Proposition 2 (P2). Perceived benefits positively, and perceived 

barriers negatively, influence attitudes toward waste separation. 

Proposition 3 (P3). Attitudes toward waste separation positively 

influence intentions and actual waste separation behavior, 

subject to contextual constraints. 

The Turkish HEIs are involved in rising investment in 

infrastructure related to sustainability while varying in the extent 

of application from one institution to another. The variance in 

context may result in inconsistent behaviors despite positive 

attitudes, which highlights the importance of BRT’s contextual 

reasoning (Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 2010). Additionally, values 

associated with social solidarity, such as the obligation towards 

the society and future generations, are culturally salient 

frameworks, which may accentuate the sociological gains of 

separation (Fritsche et al., 2018; Zhang, 2023). 

Proposition 4 (P4). In the Turkish university context, solidarity 

values amplify the perceived socio‑ethical benefits of waste 

separation and enhance the effect of benefits on attitudes. 

Proposition 5 (P5). Variations in campus infrastructure quality 

and service reliability (components of green campus initiatives) 

account for differences in the magnitude of the attitude–

behavior relationship across Turkish HEIs. 

Conflicting evidence in relation to whether the power of the 

benefits or that of the barriers prevails implies that such an 

asymmetry depends on the situation (Testa et al., 2023). Our 

model, which is compatible with BRT, considers benefits and 

barriers as non-mirrored concepts, whose influence might be 

asymmetrical depending on particular situations. This means 

that, for instance, under circumstances when infrastructure is 

sufficient and the instructions provided are clear, the power of 

the benefits will prevail. 

Proposition 6 (P6). Under high-quality green campus conditions 

(clear signage, proximity of bins, feedback), benefit-driven 

reasoning dominates; under low-quality conditions, barrier-

driven reasoning dominates, widening the attitude–behavior gap 

5. Discussion and Future Outlook 

This paper advances the environmental behavior literature by 

formalizing a Behavioral Reasoning Theory (BRT)–based 

framework that explains how and when sustainability values 

translate into waste separation behavior in university settings. 

While dominant models (i.e. TPB; VBN) focus on the direct 

effects of attitudes, perceived control, and moral obligation, 

BRT (Westaby, 2005; Claudy et al., 2013; Claudy et al., 2015) 

offers an explicit theory of reasons for and reasons against as 

proximal cognitive factors that connect sustainability values to 

behavior (see our moderator, salience of perceived benefits and 

perceived barriers, in Figure 1). In our model, sustainability and 

solidarity values influence the salience of perceived benefits 

(e.g. environmental, economic, and socio-ethical benefits) and 

perceived barriers (e.g. psychological, usage, value-risk 

barriers), which influence attitudes, and ultimately, intention 

and behavior. Our model explicitly clarifies the value-attitude-

behavior process and potentially reconciles inconsistent results 

found in the literature on benefit and barrier dominance (Kiefer 

et al., 2018; Testa et al., 2023; Simms et al., 2020). 

Figure 2. Proposed Conceptual Framework 

 

 

This framework broadens the theory of environmental 

management through the introduction of green campus 

initiatives as a contextual moderator. Instead, this approach 

shows how the campus environment shapes the strength and 

direction of the reasoning of the stakeholders, and not as a 

passive background of the infrastructure. Quality initiatives 
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including clear signage, accessible and standardized bins, 

reliable service and transparent outcome feedback, raise 

perceived benefits and offset practical barriers. Thus, specific 

institutional interventions strengthen the link between attitudes 

and behaviors, reducing the intention-to-action gap cited 

throughout the literature (Frizon et al., 2024; Kelly et al., 2006; 

Barr et al., 2013). Ultimately, the integration of BRT in a 

moderated mediation design links individual cognition to 

institutional design, with the successful fusion of psychological 

and managerial perspectives (Westaby, 2005; Álvarez‑García et 

al., 2018). The framework makes another important theoretical 

contribution by introducing solidarity values as a separate value 

stream. Solidarity frames highlighting responsibility to the 

community and future generations add to socio-ethical benefits. 

These frames are highly resonant in collectivistic or 

communally oriented contexts such as Turkish HEIs where pro-

social motives and a collective campus identity are still very 

salient. Furthermore, this emphasis elaborates on the traditional 

environmental concern and explains why some students take 

action even when personal convenience is low. Specifically, 

they perceive waste separation as a cooperative act of identity 

consistency (Fritsche et al., 2018; Zhang, 2023). Finally, the 

theoretical perspective includes an appreciation of the 

asymmetry in the function of barriers and benefits. Benefit-

focused reasoning is common in contexts with strong signals for 

action, whereas barrier-focused reasoning tends to emerge under 

conditions of ambiguity or difficulty, thereby widening the 

attitude-behavior gap (Kiefer et al., 2018; Simms et al., 2020; 

Testa et al., 2023). Seeing reasons-for and reasons-against as 

non-mirror constructs exposes a persistent practical dilemma: 

Why do interventions focused on environmental gain so often 

fail when administrators permit basic usage frictions to persist? 

On the basis of this discussion, we propose a multi-dimensional 

agenda for future research on campus waste separation and 

circular practices. Longitudinal studies tracking students from 

admission to graduation could help determine how early 

exposure to well-designed systems influences forming strong 

habits and identifying with the behavior. The temporal approach 

is particularly important because this will enable us to pinpoint 

the precise point at which deliberate thought transforms into 

automatic behavior (Claudy et al., 2013; Westaby, 2005). 

Temporal studies can be supplemented with design science 

methods and experimental research that will enable us to 

undertake the design-build-test process. With digital 

technologies, it is possible to nudge, incentivize and track 

personal impact using campus cards and apps. 

Also, future research should move beyond separation behaviors 

to embed recycling in broader circular strategies. An integrated 

Behavioral Reasoning Theory (BRT) perspective (Aleixo et al., 

2021; Frizon et al., 2024) can be used to study spillover effects 

on repair, reuse, and refill behaviors. Equity-oriented research 

must also identify the heterogeneous barriers faced by students 

with disabilities, international students and shift-workers. Co-

design methods and treatment heterogeneity analyses can be 

used by institutions to deliver inclusive outcomes (Barr et al., 

2013; Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 2010). Cross-cultural and cross-

institutional comparisons can be used to further test how 

governance styles and cultural orientations condition these 

behavioral pathways (Fritsche et al., 2018; Miafodzyeva et al., 

2013). In terms of methodological approach, the combination of 

sensors within recycling bins, telemetric data, and image 

processing techniques coupled with on-the-spot surveying will 

increase accuracy of the measurements. The advanced 

technologies mentioned above provide researchers with better 

means for identifying true changes in reasoning from reminder 

effects (Álvarez-García et al., 2018; Stoeva & Alriksson, 2017). 

Lastly, the issue of policy credibility needs to be considered, 

along with reliability (Knickmeyer, 2020; Sheau-Ting et al., 

2016). 
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