Psychological Approaches and Perspectives ECAP4003
To what extent is human behaviour a product of our biology or our environment? Discuss.
There has been much debate between psychologists and people alike throughout the generations regarding the fundamental question of what shapes our behaviour, our genes or our environment?  What is it that makes us who we are? and Why do we act in the way that we do?  There have been many theories which examine this topic, and this assignment aims to showcase these ideas and discuss them in order to gain a better understanding.  This assignment will examine different approaches which attempt to explain human behaviour including the biological approach and the behaviourist approach as well as looking at studies which aim to support these theories.
As mentioned by (Pearson, 2006) in years gone by genetics attempted to explain a gene in a non-figurative way as an entity which transfers a characteristic from a parent to a child, however in recent years it has become a much more complex affair using biochemistry and molecular biology as a basis to explain the inner workings of a gene.  This assignment will look at a gene from a more classical approach examining the hereditary traits passed from parent to child.
[bookmark: _Hlk57469534]The biological approach looks at physiological explanations with regard to human behaviour and uses scientific evidence usually gained by laboratory-based experiments.  It was Charles Darwin in 1859 who first proposed the notion of inheritance, by introducing the concept of evolution.  This idea recognized that there are variances between species and that some traits could be passed on from parents to their offspring, the said traits would usually enhance survival and reproduction rates and are adaptive, which led to the concept of ‘survival of the fittest’ also known as natural selection.  Darwin’s theory also assumed that not all species survived to reproduce and that some animals had an advantage characteristically over others in order to survive.  Darwin’s theory has influenced the way in which we view behaviour even to this day, by comparing human physiology to another species e.g. humans are genetically similar to chimpanzees therefore evaluating them and looking at similarities and differences affords the ability to raise new questions. (Glassman & Hadad, 2009)  
Although (Darwin 1859) proposed the original idea of evolution, he did not have the capacity to significantly prove his theory, as at the time, there was not the means to do so.  However, as time has passed and more and more technology has advanced, we can now gain a better understanding of genetics.  When species reproduce a pair of genes are formed and then split into two, one gene from one parent, and one gene from the other, thus allowing the offspring to carry genetic information from both parents.  Today we can identify the gene as the basic unit of heredity, it contains a sequence of amino acids and are a part of a larger entity called chromosomes.  Chromosomes are genetic structures which contain complex double strands of DNA and proteins.  In human physiology, we are made up of 23 pairs of chromosomes, this information was interpreted by (Watson and Crick in 1953) but thereafter was completed collaboratively by scientists globally through the Human Genome Project in 2003 who created a ‘map’ of around 30,000 genes (Collins et al. 2003).  
Molecular Genetic Research (MGR) is what is known as the discovery for genes that ‘cause’ certain behaviours or characteristics.  Joseph (2003) proposed that we should not rely on MGR to produce useful information at present or in the future, he provides two reasons for this; The use of family, twin or adoption studies are used as a basis to demonstrate the role of genetics which have serious limitations and that advocates of MGR claim that the use of gene therapy can identify genes which cause disease but as society are we likely to abuse this technology by altering ‘intelligence’ genes? Or genes which cause an unpleasant personality?  Which begs the question, would it be ethical? 
Another important concept to discuss is the localization of brain function, the different areas of the brain are responsible for different behaviours.  The brain is comprised of two hemispheres which are held together by the corpus callosum.  It has four lobes, the parietal lobe, which is responsible for the understanding of language, occipital lobe which is accountable for vision, frontal lobe which is fundamental in judgement and movement and the temporal lobe which is responsible for hearing and intellectual functions. (Glassman & Hadad 2009)  The brain consists of 100 billion neurons, which are cells of the nervous system which transport electro-chemical messages throughout the body and the brain is responsible for directing that information to the correct parts of the body.  This information is transported from cell to cell via neural impulses which pass between tiny gaps known as synapses, these neural impulses are known as neuro-transmitters which are chemicals released by the synaptic vesicles (the spherical structures which hold the neuro-transmitters).  Neurotransmitters can alter our behaviour, for example if someone is suffering from depression it is because there is a chemical imbalance usually in serotonin and dopamine.  It is also important to note that hormones also are responsible for changes in behaviour. The hypothalamus located in the brain sends messages through the central nervous system to the pituitary gland which is thought of as the master gland which control the other endocrine glands which secrete hormones (chemicals) into the bloodstream. (Glassman & Hadad 2009)  
[bookmark: _Hlk57577754]As technology has progressed there are many ways in which psychologists examine the brain to gain a greater understanding of how it works and how it affects our behaviour, there are neuroimaging, CT scans, PET, MRI and fMRI scans, as well as electrical recording through the use of EEG and ESB.  An example of this would be a study by (Maguire et al. 1999.) where the brains of licenced London taxi drivers were assessed using neuroimaging techniques to determine whether their hippocampus was larger than that of a control group who did not drive taxis.  
The taxi drivers were all male and all right-handed and had been driving taxis for at least 1.5 years and completed the relative training including ‘The Knowledge’. The taxi drivers all underwent medical health checks and had neurological and psychiatric tests with satisfactory results.  The control group also received MRI’s performed in the same unit where the taxi drivers had theirs.
The aim of the experiment was to support the idea that individuals with extensive experience in navigation had a larger posterior hippocampus due to the fact that it expands because of spatial awareness of the environment.  The longer the taxi driver had been driving seemed to also positively impact results in the means of a larger posterior hippocampus, no other areas of the brain were affected.  The evidence suggests that the brain plasticity changes by only expanding in the area of the brain which stores spatial information because of environmental factors, namely repeated spatial navigation. (Maguire et al. 1999.)
Our environment is usually described in psychological terms as external influences outside of a person’s body i.e. our surroundings, and other people, such as family or friends which can play a role in shaping the individual. (Gross, 2020)
John Watson (1913) was an American psychologist who founded the notion of behaviourism.  He rejected the previous school of thought of introspection, whereby psychologists such as Wundt (1874) and James (1890) would analyse themselves by recording their own mental processes, in a controlled manner.  Watson postulated that in order to gain a better understanding of people, it was better for more than one person to observe subjects behaviour in an objective way and to study them using the methods of natural science, as for psychology to be recognised as a science it must be researched as such.  
Behaviourists believed that the environment had a direct influence on the behaviour of people and is learned from using one of two processes: Classical conditioning or Operant conditioning.  Classical conditioning is a theory proposed by Pavlov (1927) where learning is associatory and involves reflex responses to stimuli.  Operant conditioning is a theory developed by Skinner (1938) where learnt behaviour derives from a consequence and behaviour that is positively reinforced tends to continue whereas behaviour that is punished will gradually fade away.
Pavlov (1927) was an acclaimed psychologist whos’ work with digestion in dogs was highly praised and even earned him the Nobel prize in 1904.  His research included the feeding of dogs accompanied by the ringing of a bell and measured the salivation of the dog. Pavolv (1927) suggested that you could condition a reflex response from a subject triggered by a particular environmental stimulus, in this instance the sound of the bell was accompanied by the dog’s food and made the dog drool.  Prior to conditioning the presence of food would naturally make the dog drool, however the sound of a bell would not, the food therefore is seen as the unconditioned stimulus and the salivation as an unconditioned response because it is a biological automatic reaction.  During conditioning the bell is paired with the food, this is known as the conditioned stimulus because the sound of a bell would not normally cause a dog to salivate, paired together and the action repeated, the dog would salivate just by hearing the bell, this would now be known as a conditioned response.  Behaviourists would measure such experiments in Stimulus-Response units (S-R units).
Skinner (1938) did not discount the work of Pavlov but focused on the relationship between the response and its consequences and how learned behaviour changed over time as a result.  He primarily used rats and pigeons placed in special boxes (which later became known as Skinner Boxes) with levers or buttons which would produce food when pressed by the animals.  Reinforcement occurs when the increased likelihood of a response takes place.  Skinner saw the food as a Primary Reinforcer because food is a necessity and causes an innate biological response.  Conditioned reinforcers are stimuli which are associated with a primary reinforcer which in turn produces a reward.  Skinner recognised that there are different reinforcers which alter behaviour, thus being positive and negative reinforcement.  An example of positive reinforcement would be, a 2 year old toddler uses the toilet rather than wetting himself so his mother gives him a biscuit to reward his behaviour, in contrast an example of negative reinforcement would be a child associating criticism with wetting himself and would therefore be less likely to do so.  
Another behaviourist theory important to mention would be the Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977). This theory combines aspects of the cognitive approach as well as the Operant learning theory because it signifies the importance of attention and memory.  Bandura recognised four stages of social learning theory which are, attention, retention, reproduction and motivation.  Firstly the person’s attention is drawn to a behaviour in the environment, secondly the person remembers the behaviour if they consider it to be important, thirdly the person reproduces the behaviour if they consider it to be favourable and lastly motivation is considered when looking at behaviour, Is the person replicating a behaviour because of a reward?  
Bandura postulated that behaviour was not necessarily a product of our genes but learned through observation and found that the social environment was also important, the application of consequence is not always necessary to aid learning, by observing someone else’s behaviour can be enough (Davey, 2011).  One of Bandura’s well-known experiments is the ‘Bobo Doll Experiment’ where 72 nursery children (36 girls and 36 boys) were divided into groups and their behaviour was observed in relation to how they would react to a role model’s treatment of a blow up doll.  There were 2 adult models a male and a female. Some of the children observed the model being aggressive towards the doll, some of the groups saw subdued behaviour by the models and others were a control group which were not exposed to behaviours.  The children were then allowed to play in the same room where they had witnessed the models.  The results found that the children who were exposed to the adults being aggressive were more likely to mimic this behaviour whereas the children who had not were much less likely to show any aggression, this indicates that the children learned behaviour simply by watching others. (Bandura 1961)
Although their work is of great importance and has seen much acclaim, a criticism of the behaviourist approach would be that it is seen as mechanistic as human beings are complex and by oversimplifying behaviours it diminishes this fact, another important point to note is that the movement discounts the fact that humans do not possess the ability to practice free will.
As previously mentioned, the nature vs nurture debate is a long-standing one and much research has taken place to try and establish an answer.  An ongoing study which showcases this is the Colorado adoption project which began in 1975 by (Plomin and Defries) assessed over 200 families, 152 adoptive children and 120 matched control families.  The adoptive children were adopted by their families usually before they were one month old.  The children were assessed in their adoptive homes firstly at the age of 1 year old and subsequently 2, 3 and 4 and throughout their lives (the eldest participant is nearing the age of 40) by several means for around 2-3 hours at a time, their cognitive abilities were measured, and mood ratings observed, and common health and behavioural problems were noted.  The parents were also assessed.
Environmental measures were also evaluated using (Caldwell and Bradley 1978) Home Observations for the Measurement of the Environment (HOME) method which took into account environmental influences which could affect infant cognitive development as well as The Family Scale (Moos, 1974) which uses a self-report questionnaire assessing relationships family structures etc.
As it is an ongoing project there have been results provided at different stages throughout the decades and the consensus seems to be that genetics as well as environment play a role in our development as humans.  
In conclusion this essay has discussed many of the psychological approaches and their theories related to the gene vs environment debate, from a historical point of view and from more recent findings and examined the results.   As this is such a pertinent question examined by countless psychologists over the decades the overriding evidence seems to suggest that we are a product of our genes and our environment and they equally have a role in shaping us as individuals.
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