ECAP4003.  Psychological Approaches and Perspectives.  By Teresa Evans.

To what extent is human behaviour a product of our biology or our environment?
This essay will discuss one of psychologies longest running debates, nature vs nurture, or as it is better known nowadays, genes vs environment.  Within psychology there are various approaches: biological, behaviourism, psychodynamic, cognitive, humanistic, to name a few.  Each approach derives from its own school of thought as to why humans behave in certain ways, or as to why some people will end up with a mental health condition, such as schizophrenia, or a condition such as Parkinson’s disease.  Each will either have explained their theory using genetics or an individual’s environment, in some cases a little of each.  This essay will look at one approach supporting genetics and another supporting environment.  Both approaches share advantages and disadvantages within their theories, but both have supporting case studies.
Firstly, looking at genes and the biological approach.  This approach is defined as; “the science that deals with the biological basis of behaviour thoughts, and emotions and the reciprocal relations between biological and psychological processes” (APA Dictionary of Psychology, 2021).  When looking at the biological approach it comprises four parts: evolution; adapting for survival and reproduction, neurotransmitters; allowing messages to be sent between the brain and body and vice versa, hormones; carrying chemical messages and information between cells, and lastly genetic makeup.  Looking further at genetic makeup, it is known that an individual starts with a single cell made up of fifty percent of the mother’s genes and fifty percent of the fathers.  These genes, according to the biological approach, will determine behaviours inherited from the parents: physical behaviours; hair and eye colour, height, also other behaviours such as personality and intelligence (Lyons et al., 2014).
Furthermore, studies on sets of twins: dizygotic (DZ); non-identical twins sharing the same amount of DNA as any non-twin siblings, and, monozygotic (MZ); identical twins who share one hundred percent of the same DNA, have been carried out for many years, starting with Sir Francis Galton.  Studies are carried out to determine the causes of behaviour that can be associated with genetics, and those which are down to environmental factors.  Twin studies are carried out on sets of twins that have been raised together or apart, and in much earlier cases more unethical research was carried out on twins that had been separated at birth intentionally.  One such study, (Shastry, 2002), was used to determine whether an illness such as schizophrenia could be connected to genetics with results showing that over fifty percent of the MZ twins studied, should one twin show symptoms of schizophrenia then the other twin would also display signs of the illness.  Moreover, DZ twins showed less than a twenty percent chance of sharing symptoms making it more apparent that it was caused by genetics (Barnes, 2013).  
As previously discussed, twin studies have played a large roll in determining behavioural genetics being able to use MZ and DZ twins to corroborate theories.  A study looking at anorexia using two hospitals and 34 sets of twins, plus one set of triplets was carried out between 1960 and 1982. The study determined the zygosity of the siblings through either a blood test or by an appearance questionnaire.  The aim of the study was to find consistency, or concordance, rates for eating disorders, including anorexia nervosa, amongst a group of anorexic twins.  Secondly, it aimed to study those twins that were discordant for the eating disorder.  The study was carried out with fourteen pairs of twins and one male set of triplets, all had been diagnosed with anorexia.  All participants of the study had been referred to St George’s Hospital.  Twins and parents were interviewed separately with the aim to gather information including birth order and weight, childhood neurotic traits, educational achievement dominance or other personality characteristics with each twin, to list a few.  The study showed, from the three groups involved, that out of the total thirty pairs, nine of the sixteen MZ twins (55%) and only one of the fourteen DZ twins (1%) were concordant for anorexia nervosa.  None of the three, either male or female, DZ pairs, the male MZ set of twins, or the set of triplets were concordant.  Two conclusions were met, firstly, there is a genetic predisposition to anorexia nervosa which, should the individual see times of stress or inappropriate dieting, could trigger the onset of anorexia.  Secondly, the ‘equal environment’ assumption (Plomin et al., 1980) within a twin study which suggests that MZ twins are treated more similarly than DZ twins resulting in them to show more similar tendencies (Holland et al., 1984).
This is just one type of twin study that has been used to prove a genetic connection to an illness.  There have been many more studies through time, seeing babies separated at birth and any similarities being put down to genetics.  There is a story of identical twin boys being separated, then reunited after 39 years.  Both children had been named ‘James’, both had married, and subsequently divorced ladies named Linda and then even more surprisingly gone on to marry women called Betty.  Both men had trained with the police and had law-enforcement backgrounds.  Each of the men’s first-born sons had been a named James Allan and James Alan, seeing just a variation on the spelling of their second name.  This study strengthened the theory that genetics plays a huge role in an individual’s behaviour (Sahu & Prasuna, 2016).  
Thanks to these studies a clearer picture is available about complex illnesses which the biological approach can break down and allow for a better understanding of, and in many cases, a breakthrough to medications that can help people with such illnesses.  The studies have been scientific with reliable and practical results.  There is, however, the issue that it does not allow for free-will and tends to ignore all other explanations of behaviour.
Moving on to look at environment and behaviourism.  The behaviourism approach is defined as “the assumption that behaviour, including its acquisition, development, and maintenance, can be adequately explained by stimuli- and response-based principles of learning. Behaviour theory attempts to describe environmental influences on behaviour, often using controlled studies with laboratory animals” (APA Dictionary of Psychology, 2021).  As early as John Watson (1913) behaviourism was an approach that believed only anything that could be observed, stimuli followed by consequence for example, should be considered by a psychologist and any internal mental processes, such as thought, should be ignored.  There are many psychologists who only considered behaviourism, like Watson, there was also B. F. Skinner (1938) who studied rats and trained them to press a lever in return for food, seining the introduction of the reinforcement theory.  (Groome, 2014).
Behaviourism is divided in to two assumptions: classical conditioning; this assumption assumes our behaviour to be learnt through association, and operant conditioning; behaviour is learnt through both positive and negative experiences.  Watson and Raynor (1920) carried out an experiment to prove their theory of classical conditioning and that it could be carried out to create a fear reaction in a child to something that they had not previously been afraid of.  This study, today known as ‘The little Albert’, experiment, used one child and a white rat.  At first little Albert was not afraid of the white rat, but after time they again showed him the rat but this time, they made a loud noise which startled little Albert.  They repeated this process of showing the rat and making a noise for some time, all the while noting little Albert’s reaction to the stimuli being produced.  Initially he jumped at the noise and then over time he would steer away from the rat when it was placed near him.  After this any white furry objects that were shown to little Albert would cause him cry, thus providing evidence that it is possible to artificially cause an emotional response through classical conditioning, albeit an extremely unethical method of proving this (Jarvis, 2005)!
Furthermore, looking at operant conditioning and B.F. Skinner.  Skinner was also an extremely influential psychologist, just with less extreme views than Watson, and at least acknowledging a working mind.  Skinner can be associated with using animals for his experiments and for something that was known as ‘Skinner’s box’ which he would use to record the behaviours of the animals he was studying.  Skinner (1948) used the box to prove the theory of reinforcement.  For example: positive reinforcement; placing a hungry rat into the box that was fitted with a lever so when the rat would bump into it, it would release food.  The rat soon realised to get food it needed to press the lever and would therefore repeat this behaviour resulting in positive reinforcement.  Secondly, negative reinforcement: again, placing a rat into the box but this time providing the rat with an electric shock until it knocked the lever, leading to the rat heading straight for the lever once inside the box to prevent the shock, resulting in negative reinforcement (O’Donohue & Ferguson, 2001).
In 2000 a study to support how human behaviour can be a product of the environment was carried out by Eleanor Maguire.  Maguire looked at a part of the brain called the hippocampus (one of its most essential functions is to aid spatial memory in the form of navigation) to see if there was evidence, that for those who rely heavily on navigational abilities, there was the possibility that the brain could adapt and develop the extra space to retain this knowledge.  Maguire took sixteen right-handed taxi drivers, all of whom had been driving London taxis for over a year and a half and all of which were healthy individuals.  ‘The Knowledge’, the test that is to be taken to be a London taxi driver, on average, had taken the study group two years before passing fully.  The study included fifty right-handed, healthy males who did not drive taxis as the control group.  MRI scans were used, and the results showed that there was a significant increase in the amount of gray matter in the brain in two brain regions, the right and left hippocampi, of the taxi drivers compared to those in the control group.  It showed there were no differences elsewhere in the brain.  The results this research suggest that licenced London taxi drivers' professional reliance on navigating abilities is associated with a relative redistribution of grey matter in the hippocampus (Maguire et al., 2000).
As with the studies supporting the gene debate, those in favour of the environment argument have also assisted in a far better knowledge of how behaviours can be influenced by surroundings.  These studies are generally objective due to them being based on scientific research, also suggesting them to be accurate.  That said, however, the use of animals can not be used as a comparison to human behaviour, and it also ignores all other explanations or views on behaviour. 
Looking further at a story that would result in an opportunity to try and discover whether, despite the horrors and neglect she had received, it would be possible to introduce a young girl to language, putting the critical period theory in question.  Would it also be possible to teach her what a nurturing environment was?  The young girl was be known as Genie and she had spent thirteen years in a room on her own where she was not allowed to be spoken to, she was tied to a potty chair and beaten should she make a noise.  The young girl was unable to stand up straight and could only recognise her own name and the word ‘sorry’.  When set a test she was recorded as matching with a one-year-old.  She did soon learn how to use the toilet and she managed to start dressing herself, viewing the world with wonder she would enjoy the outside, but she still could not manage speech.  It had been suggested for some time that language could not just be learnt, a child needed to be exposed to it to be able to progress with it and there was a critical cut off point for when a child would no longer be able to do this.  It was believed that twelve was the cut off point, just about the time that puberty hits.  After a year Genie was managing to put a maximum of three words together and it seemed she would soon get in the full swing of talking, unfortunately it never came to fruition.  Genie managed the few words she knew but never mastered putting them together as a sentence, fully suggesting that the critical period theory was sadly correct in this case.  It was never fully known as to whether Genie had cognitive issues from birth or if they were down to her years of abuse so even after this research it was hard to know whether she would have ever been able to run a sentence or not.  Genie’s case shows support for both nature and nurture, seeing her able to learn at least a few words thanks to a supportive and encouraging environment, yet sadly having passed the age at which our genetics will allow us to fully grasp language (Cherry, 2021).
Looking at all studies it is clear to see that there is an argument for both genes and environment.  There is a clear connection to how we are born and the way in which we are raised, or need to adjust to circumstances, and there are many psychological approaches to support these theories.  All approaches seem to have similar strengths and weaknesses.  Looking at the approaches discussed, for example, both are scientific making them reliable and objective.  Both have been useful with illnesses such as depression, assisting in producing drugs to alleviate anxiety for example, and to help with things such as phobias.  Neither study, however, allows for the concept of free will and that a human does have choices and can make decisions.  Both believe that it is one or the other and ignore any explanation other than their own.  Despite environmental surroundings or any hereditary genetic conditions it would appear that both are needed, even if not in equal measures.
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