Question – To what extent is human behaviour a product of our biology or our environment
This essay will be discussing as to how much is our behaviour shaped by our biology or from our environment. I will try and include as many case studies as possible and use the biological approach that possibly displays the extent of whether our human behaviour is formed by our environment or from our biology.
The biological approach focuses its studies on the connection between the brain and body and neural processes and the influence of heredity. Since this is the only approach in psychology to examine behaviour from a biological, physical point of view, the biological approach believes our behaviours are the result of our genetics and physiology. (Mcleod, 2015) The evolutionary psychology model states that human behaviour is shaped by natural selection: behaviours that favour gene replication will predominately survive. This model also believes that we behave the way we do since we are designed to maximize our chances of surviving long enough for us to replicate our genes. For example, whenever we choose a partner, we may think that we wanted to be with them because they shared common interests with us. However, evolutionary psychology would say that we chose our partners based on their characteristics and what they could provide for us. For instance, women would look for men who were financially stable and strong for protection and typically alpha male, and for men, they would look for women who could provide children for them in which they could pass their genes down to. (Does Evolution Explain Our Behaviour? «On the Human, 2009) This suggests that we behave the way we do due to evolution.
Genetics has been shown to play a role in the development of mental illnesses such as depression and schizophrenia. For instance, when there is a history of a mental illness having been present, it is four to six times more likely to for you to be diagnosed with it. Despite the fact that genetic variables play a significant role in the development of mental illness, it is not exclusively genetic. Another example would be that if an identical twin has depression then there is a 50% of them developing depression as well, showing that nature plays a vital role but it is not the only factor. Addictions are also another area where academics may place a greater focus on nature than on their upbringing. According to research, alcohol addiction can run in families and specific genes might alter how alcohol tastes and affects your body. (GoodTherapy, 2018)
A critical period is the amount of time that an event or experience needs take place in order to make an impact. Cell biology, neurodevelopment, and evolutionary psychology all play a role in the notion. Critical periods for certain basic processes are abundantly visible in animal research. However, identifying important periods in human development has proven difficult, leading to the concept of sensitive periods. Human learning windows open early and remain open for a long time. Human plasticity research and future intervention potential cast doubt on the idea that learning must take place over a set length of time. Despite these restrictions, the timing of encounters in early life is critical. Early infancy years are foundational hence why what is learnt during these years serves as a foundation for all future learning and can facilitate it. (Gariépy et al., 2020)
A case that I will be discussing next is about a group of researchers who were exploring twin and it was dubbed the ‘The Minnesota Study of Twins Reared Apart’ which took place in 1979. (Bahjat, 2017) Identical twins raised separately from their co-twins have about an equal chance of having a similar personality, interests, and attitudes to their co-twin as those who have been raised together. Due to this finding, it is believed that their similarities came to occur due to their genes and not their environment but what makes them different is the environment instead. An example that displays this greatly are the twins that were dubbed as ‘Jim twins’ who were adopted when they were only 4 weeks old. There were many similarities that came from this such as naming their sons James, had another adopted brother called Larry, and both did badly in spelling but did great in maths. (Minnesota Center for Twin and Family Research, 2019) There are many instances of which this has happened where they have had close instances of meeting or sharing common interests. Afterwards, the Jim twins took part in a study that was led by Thomas Bouchard, where they completed a personality and medical history and brain wave examinations. From what they took from these tests was that their scores were extremely close. For example, when they asked to draw a picture, they surprisingly drew the same thing. It was so close that they thought that it was one person taking the test. Undoubtedly, the researchers observed, hereditary plays a significant influence in a person’s life, which is a much larger part than they had previously assumed. (Fitzsimons, 2019)
Another twins study would be the study of Anorexia Nervosa twin which was conducted by Holland et al (1988). The study’s goal was to see if there was a genetic component to Anorexia Nervosa. If identical twins had a higher correlation than non identical twins then this would support a genetic cause. The way that they would do this would be through assessing the difference of the Anorexia Nervosa diagnosis in identical and non identical twins. All of the twins had grown up in similar circumstances. The methods that they used to assess them were questionnaires and physical measurements. According to the data, the identical twins had a 56 percent correlation rate whereas the non identical twins had a 5 percent correlation rate, which shows a considerable difference. The researchers determined than Anorexia Nervosa has a significant hereditary component, which they estimated to be over 80 percent statistically. On the other hand, the identical twins did not show the overall perfect correlation which suggests that the environment still plays a role. (Introductory Psychology / KeyStudyEatingBio, n.d.)
Another research study, conducted by Maguire et al, who wanted to find out if changes in the structure of the brain of people who have a lot of experience with spatial navigation so that they could be observed. The type of people that they used were London taxi drivers seeing as they were able to drive around most places. For the study, they gathered a total of 16 right-hand participants, all who had been driving for at least 1.5 years. However, they had to do structural MRI scans which were compared to 50 healthy right-handed non taxi drivers. The results that arose from this were that taxi drivers had more grey matter in two brain regions when compared to controls. The rear hippocampus was discovered to have a larger capacity and there were changes in the right rear hippocampus with navigation experience. There was a link that was found between the time spent as a taxi driver and the volume of the right rear hippocampus. 	These findings show physiological variations between the hippocampi of the taxi drivers and the control participants. This implies that extensive spatial navigation experience has got an effect in the hippocampus. The finding also highlights the possibility that there is a map ingrained into the posterior hippocampus and there is an increase of tissue volume. (Sparks, 2016)
Moving onto a few case studies, I will begin with cases of feral children. Feral children were children at a very young age who did not have the childhood that we would usually have in normal society. The children would often be abandoned by their parents, leaving them all alone, not having the human interactions that they needed to learn how to speak or behave in the way that was deemed acceptable in society. When the children were abandoned or neglected, they grew up wild and were sometimes raised and taken care of by animals. Therefore, replicating their behaviour and actions and even sometimes their body structure would change to fit with how they’re behaving. The few cases I will be discussing the most commonly heard feral child case, Genie Wiley (1970), Oxana Malaya (1994) and Vanya Yudin (2008).
Genie Wiley was 13 years old when she was found by a social worker who came due to her mother reaching for her health. When she was found, Genie was isolated in a small room in the house where she had spent most of her life. Also, Genie was a given name in order to keep the young girl’s identity private and give her privacy. When she was discovered, she could not speak to the extent that other 13-year-olds could, severely underweight, could not straighten her arms and legs or chew. Prior to being found, she had spent most of her early childhood tied to her potty chair whilst being naked. She barely interacted with her other family members which could explain as to why she couldn’t speak that much. In normal circumstances, children could be able to develop on their language by hearing speech all around them then copying them with the help of their parents encouraging them to expand on their vocabulary. She was deprived of this and probably forced in fear to be silent due to the fact that her father would beat her whenever she made a noise and the only times that they would interact was her father either barking or growling at the young girl. After being assessed by psychologists and linguists, they concluded that she had the mental level of a 1-year-old through tests. A linguist Eric Lenneberg pointed out that acquiring language is part of what is called a critical period. During a critical period, a person is capable of learning new skills and sensitive to external stimuli. Despite going through all of that and missing out on critical periods, she was able to make quick recovery in certain areas such as dressing herself and a few months after, she was able to make more progress but was still unable in some areas like language. However, one of the members of Genie’s rehabilitation team Susan Curtiss believed that Genie was able to excellently communicate nonverbally. So, during rehabilitation, they helped her to develop on expanding her vocabulary by putting words together. She managed to put three together often but unfortunately, this is how far her development progress would go. (Cherry, 2021)
Genie’s case suggests that her behaviour was heavily influenced environment as it was evident that her harsh childhood upbringing of being abused and neglected and has long lasting effects on her life. This also is evident afterwards when she moved home to home where she looked like she had made more hobbies such as developing an interest in drawing, sometimes even using it as a method of communication. These homes provided a great learning environment for Genie but when she began moving from foster home to foster home, due to the exposure of more neglect and abuse, the progress Genie had made was lost. This controversial study displayed the importance of human interaction shaping us to be who we are and our behaviours. (Cherry, 2021)
The next case study talks about a young girl Oxana Malaya who was found living in the woods and living with a pack of wild dogs. She was abandoned by her parents due to negligence and because of this, she stumbled upon the dog kennel which gave her shelter for the night. For 5 years, she has lived inside the dog kennel and became one of the pack members and connected with them like she would have done with humans had she not been neglected. By being part of the pack, she ate what they ate and behaved as one of them. Oxana was only found because neighbours noticed her and reported that there was a girl who was living with dogs and when she was found, she was barking and running on all fours. Fortunately, she was able to recover as she learnt to talk again, walk upright, and behave as what is deemed acceptable in human society. The only reason as to why Oxana was able to talk again due to her having some childish speech prior to her abandonment. Despite this, through testing, they discovered that she had the same mental state as a six-year-old. Her case shows that her environment, like Genie’s situation, was extremely influential for her growing up. (Rowan, 2017)
The last feral child case that I will be discussing is Vanya Yudin. This happened in Russia where a 7-year-old boy was discovered in his home living as a pet bird. This came about in 2008 and when he was found, he was behaving like a bird, like all feral children behaving as their counterparts. However, his mother would treat him as if he were a pet bird and didn’t regard show him the care and love and did not communicate with him at all.  (Feral Children in the 2020s: How Can This Still Be Happening? • The Havok Journal, 2021) Again, this displays how vital the environment plays in our lives to shape our behaviour.
From these feral child cases, it is very evident that our environment when we’re growing up from a very young age that we create the utmost suitable surroundings for children. It’s clear that if they do not receive those interactions from other humans or from society, it can cause so many problems for them long term wise.
To sum up everything that has been stated so far, our environment seems to be a massive impact on our human behaviour, especially since in those critical periods of our early life allows us to gain certain abilities and imitate those around us who we value, which tends to be our family members, which also another way of developing our abilities.
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