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1. Introduction

Today, women play important and undeniable roles in the social and economic activities of rural areas
and constitute one of the most influential groups in villages (Dutta, 2018). Rural women also play a
significant role in supporting environmental rights. Some scholars, who can be considered proponents
of the “women’s superiority in environmental protection” theory, argue that women, due to their gender,
protect their environment more effectively than men. The prevailing view is that women tend to have
more empathetic attitudes toward environmental behaviors. Research over the past decades on
environmental concerns has shown that women exhibit higher levels of environmental awareness
(McCright & Sundstrom, 2013). Given their roles in various spheres, women are capable of exerting
substantial influence on the environment. In many parts of the world, particularly rural areas, women
are among the main workforce engaged in agriculture and therefore maintain a direct connection with
the environment. Consequently, special attention should be paid to their environmental activities.
Women can redirect many environmentally risky behaviors, and by becoming aware of environmental
problems and mitigation methods, they can significantly influence children, family members, and those
around them. In addition to caring for children and performing household and external work, women
can also act as guardians of the environment. Women naturally tend to have a stronger inclination to
protect nature. Moreover, their central position in the family enhances their role in environmental
management and makes it particularly significant. Many environmental advocates argue that addressing
environmental problems requires a shift from physical and ecological sciences toward ethical and
behavioral sciences, as these fields have high potential for improving environmental conditions. In
reality, technological advancements alone are insufficient to resolve environmental crises, and despite
proposed solutions, ethical lapses in environmental conduct continue to pose challenges. Since human
behavior is the main factor shaping environmental risks, in recent years, human interactions with the
environment have become a central focus of international communities (Boratynska & Huseynov,
2017). Therefore, the primary objective of this study is to examine the factors influencing the inclination
of rural women toward environmental protection, using the Theory of Planned Behavior to investigate
these factors.

2. Methodology

The present study is quantitative in nature, non-experimental regarding variable control, and classified
as applied research in terms of objectives. The data collection instrument was a researcher-made
questionnaire. The study variables included attitude (9 items), subjective norms (5 items), perceived
behavioral control (6 items), environmental awareness (4 items), social capital (5 items), and inclination
toward environmental protection (8 items). Responses were measured using a 5-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high). The statistical population comprised women in Deh Pir
Jonoubi Rural District, Khorramabad County (N = 5,017), from which 357 individuals were selected as
the sample using simple random sampling based on the Morgan table. The face and content validity of
the questionnaire were confirmed by six faculty members of the Department of Agricultural Extension
and Education at Khuzestan University of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources. To ensure
reliability, a pilot test of 30 questionnaires, distributed outside the main study sample, was conducted
prior to full-scale data collection. The resulting Cronbach’s alpha coefficients indicated acceptable
reliability for conducting the research. For describing the sample, descriptive statistics such as
frequency, percentage, and mean were used. Pearson correlation coefficients were applied to examine
relationships between variables, and structural equation modeling (path analysis) using AMOS version
20 was employed to investigate the factors influencing women’s inclination toward environmental
protection.

3. Results

To examine the factors influencing rural women’s inclination toward environmental protection,
structural equation modeling (SEM) was employed using AMOS version 20. The path analysis test
includes the evaluation of model fit and path coefficients, which require certain conditions to be met—
for instance, the chi-square value should not be significant, and the Root Mean Square Error of
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Approximation (RMSEA) should range between 0 and 0.08. First, the relationships between variables
were examined within the study’s conceptual framework, and then, based on these criteria, the chi-
square score, degrees of freedom, and RMSEA for the conceptual model were calculated. Based on the
results, the chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio (CMIN/df) is interpreted as adequate when between
0 and 5, and very good when close to 2-3 (; in this study, the ratio was 1.811, indicating a very good
model fit. Other key indices, including CFI (Comparative Fit Index), RFI (Relative Fit Index), NFI
(Normed Fit Index), GFI (Goodness-of-Fit Index), and AGFI (Adjusted Goodness-of-Fit Index), were
also calculated and confirmed. The RMSEA, a widely recognized indicator of model fit, is reported in
decimal form, with values from 0 to less than 0.08 considered acceptable and values between 0.01 and
0.05 indicating excellent fit (Hooper et al., 2008). In this study, the RMSEA was 0.064, reflecting a
very good and acceptable model fit. Based on these results, it can be concluded that the model
demonstrates strong fit and is thus confirmed for the study.

4. Discussion

Women constitute nearly half of the global population and play a crucial role in managing natural
resources at both family and community levels. Numerous studies highlight that women are key actors
in environmental protection, contributing significantly to resource management, restoration, and
sustainable practices, particularly in rural areas where they maintain close contact with nature. Their
awareness of environmental issues and central role in families can foster broader community
consciousness, provided the enabling factors for their guidance are identified. Factors such as social
capital, family and community networks, perceived behavioral control, and environmental awareness
influence their inclination to adopt protective behaviors. Social capital, including trust, empathy, and
cooperation within communities, enhances women’s capacity to promote pro-environmental behavior.
Environmental awareness equips women with knowledge of the benefits of protective actions, while
perceived behavioral control empowers them to take concrete measures in waste management,
sustainable farming, and other environmentally sensitive practices. Rural women also influence
children and other family members, reinforcing behavioral change across households. Despite the
growing availability of information via media and digital platforms, awareness remains insufficient,
highlighting the need for structured educational programs, awareness campaigns, and policy support to
strengthen their role as environmental stewards.

5. Conclusion

Rural women play a pivotal role in fostering environmental protection due to their direct interaction
with natural resources and influence on family and community behaviors. Strengthening environmental
awareness, enhancing social capital, and promoting perceived behavioral control are key to increasing
their inclination toward environmentally protective actions. Policymakers and development planners
should implement targeted educational programs, awareness initiatives, and community-based
interventions that empower rural women as leaders in environmental stewardship. Supporting women
in this way not only improves household and individual practices but also contributes to broader societal
sustainability, the reduction of environmentally destructive behaviors, and the long-term preservation
of natural resources.
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