To what extent is human behaviour a product of our biology or our environment?

In this essay I will be exploring the question ‘To what extent is human behaviour a product of our biology or our environment?’. To be able to answer this question, I will look at how an individual’s biology and how the individual’s environment could impact human behaviour. Both biology, which could include the role of genes and the persons environment could define their behaviour in a range of different ways. They may have similar and dissimilar effects on behaviour and how behaviour is portrayed. Behaviour is known as the way someone acts, conducts themselves and towards others they come across. It can even include a behavioural response to a particular situation or stimulus. I will be looking at a range of things that could have an impact on human behaviour, for example, the role of genes, an individual’s personality, intelligence, mental health and their environment and any stimuli around them. 

Human behaviour can be influenced by a mixture of genes and a person’s environment, both together or separately may have more or less of an impact on how someone acts. The are many impacts that the role of genes could have on a human’s behaviour, and according to Plomin (1994), genes can impact on behaviour in three main particular ways. The first way is through passive gene environment interaction which could be how a child inherits a trait which matches up with their genetics. So, if they are passed on a gene from the parents and the environment, they are being brought up in supports this gene in a positive way this will stimulate and help develop this gene and behaviour in a fast pace and will allow it to become a strong part of their behaviours they will show. The second way Plomin (1994), states that genes can have an effect is through reactive gene environment interaction, this is where it is possible for genetics to create a type of environment where an aggressive type of behaviour would then result in an aggressive result, whether this is verbal or physical. So, if a gene is present and the environment supports this behaviour being shown will become more prominent, which in this example would be more aggressive behaviours. The final way stated is through active gene environment interaction so an individual, particularly a child will build experiences that are consistent with their genetic input. It was also thought that children are able to pick an environment to suit the genes that they have been passed on, so as they get older, and things begin to change they may find that genetics begin to have more of an impact and the environment doesn’t impact as much due to how the behaviours have already been learned. An environment can also impact behaviours, if someone is placed in an unusual environment for them, they may not behave in the same way or they may begin to show behaviours which are unusual for how they normally act. However, this environment may also be a good place for behaviours as it could support them and allow for behaviours to be enhanced. 
It is thought that genes are able to impact an individual’s intelligence and genes from parents can be passed on and influence their child. It is more than one gene that could be passed on from parents to their child that carries intelligence. However, this could also be impacted by their environment or enhanced by the type of environment they are in, this could be a constant environment or from time to time. If they were passed genes that supported intelligence but also were provided with an environment that could enhance this, it would allow for intelligence to develop in a way that would be better than just having one contribution to the trait. Also, if they were passed the genes for intelligence but were not always provided with an environment that would be supportive for this particular gene does not be that they would not then have any intelligence, but it wouldn’t be able to expand as far and if they do not have the gene or multiple genes but were supported with an environment this could allow for it to grow. A person’s intelligence could define what type of behaviour they have and even if they know if this behaviour is right or wrong. 
Another contribution to behavioural effects is stress and anxiety, Diathesis stress is the concept that explains a few different types of behaviours. This could cause mental or physical illness, like a disorder that can be inherited which prevents amino acids metabolism which causes the brain damage. Although if this is detected before birth then it can be reversed with a particular type of diet. This disorder is known as Phenylketonuria. Anxiety and stress relate and contribute to each other, anxiety could affect someone’s behaviour in many different situations as they may not attend or if they do, they may show behaviour which could be considered as unusual or not how they may usually act. If their anxiety has been affected by genes, then they may showcase similar behaviours and actions as others in their family like parents or siblings. This will usually show at a young age if hereditary but can also begin at an older age. A close family member would be more likely to pass it on to future generation rather than more distant relatives, they may feel a loss of energy but still struggle to sleep, increased heart race and experience fast paced breathing. 

Perfectionism, which is known as a personality trait, has been shown to cause depressive symptoms when that person with this personality trait is exposed to life stresses. This makes them more vulnerable to symptoms of depression. It has been found that depression can be inherited along with a wide range of other disorders. The younger someone is found to have depression the more likely it is thought that is has been passed on from parents or some other family gene. Depression could influence behaviour as the individual may not go out, they could lose motivation and their diet could have an impact as they may eat too much or too little, they may even sleep too much or not enough. There was a study which found that if a mother experienced maternal depression, it then put the child at risk of developing behavioural problems and psychopathology. The children researched were of an age of 1 and up to 18 years old. These children showed more behavioural problems than mothers who did not experience depression. Personality which is thought as the patters not thoughts, behaviours, and feelings that make up a person. Personality is what causes behaviours to become apparent; it is how they react in certain ways to others or objects. 
A person’s environment can also influence human behaviour, there could be genes which may be enhanced by the environment or if the gene does not play a large part, then the environment could help to develop the characteristic. The behaviourist approach is a theory where it states that all behaviours are learned through interaction with the environment around them, meaning that behaviour is a reaction to a stimulus in the environment. The role of genes would not have a large impact on the individual’s environment, however there are cases where some genes are only shown when in a special condition of the environment. The role of genes within an environment can shape an individual’s behaviour, for example someone’s culture will define how they act and portray themselves in different environments due to what they and their family believe. Twin studies also show how much of an impact can have on someone, twins will share genes from the same set of parents but may not always be in the same environment, when this is the case, the different environments will cause and enhance different types of behaviours. 


The environment someone spends time in or grows up in will affect behaviour and personality, genes also play a part. In some environments people may build communities of people that they will regular spend time with. The way another person acts, behaves or even how they speak can influence someone else’s behaviour. For example, children will spend the majority of their time in school for a number of years, they will build relationships with peers and teachers. They may copy someone else because of the way they act or because of what the receive if they act in a certain type of way. A person may also be peer pressured in a school environment to act the same, to upkeep friendships or to refrain from being bullied. Multiple children of similar ages in the same household will experience different things while being in the same environment, this could be due to company they keep and different ages. These experiences will impact how they all have different behaviours and whether they enjoy being in that environment. 
The behavioural perspective believes that personality is learned through an environment, genes do not play much of a role at all in how a person’s personality develops as they age. Behaviours are learned through interaction with the environments around them, this is known as conditioning. It states that when we are born our mind is a blank slate and we learn everything from what we see and hear around us. Many behaviourist theories study animals as well as humans as they are mainly looking for a response from a stimulus, Pavlov conducted experiments on dogs, after this he was then able to predict that a dog would produce saliva when given food to prepare for digestion. There are two different types of conditioning, classical and operant. Operant conditioning is learning behaviour by associating it with some sort of consequence whereas classical conditioning, is where an individual or even animal will be able to associate two unrelated items with each other, so if an action was completed, they know that something would then follow on from the action they completed. 
Intelligence can be affected by someone’s environment, if there were two children living in the same household and one attended school every day and the other did not, the child that went to school would be seen to have more intelligence as they would go and be taught and learn everyday while the other child spent their time at home. Some cultures can influence intelligence as they may grow up in an environment where the family are accouraging them to learn, attend school and complete extra work to allow for them to become smart and enhance any intellectual gene they have been passed on. However, if an individual did not have this supportive type of environment, they may not complete the tasks required to learn and become more intelligent, they may become to decline and lose interest in attending school and completing work. Lower social classes also face this risk according to research as parents and family may not have had the chance to attend school so may not recognise the importance and the benefits of encouraging their child to go to school. 
Depression can be influenced by an environment; it may be a gene that has been passed on that is then enhanced by the environment a person spends their time in. If a gene is passed on for depression to a child, it will show at a young age whether or not it will have an effect on the child. If the gene was to impact the child, the environment they are in would also define how for the depression could progress. If the child sees a parent depressed or showing symptoms this could affect them. If someone is surrounded by alcohol which is known to be a depressant and begin to drink heavily this could cause depression or increase the symptoms that person is already experiencing. Drugs can also cause the same issues, someone who is trying to stop drinking or taking drugs may also experience depression as they may not be in the same environment they have come used to as it will encourage them drink or take drugs. They would be experiencing withdrawal symptoms or cravings as it has become something they have done so often. If someone has lost a family member when sitting at home or somewhere where they may have spent a lot of time, they could begin to feel lonely and miss the person more. They may go somewhere and be reminded of them which could bring back feelings of when that person first passed away. 
Anxiety can be presented in many environments and for many different reasons. If there has been a gene passed to a child that increases the chance of them becoming anxious environments that have changed, unusual environments or cause them to become worried. Anxiety can cause physical changes in the body which can put a large amount of strain on a person, this while feeling anxious in an environment can cause a lot of stress for the person. 
If a person with anxiety knows they will be going to a place they can begin the feel this anxiety and stress before actually being present in the environment. This could mean the person may try to cancel going, they may not show up or if they do decide to go they would be on edge and could experience physical symptoms like an increased heart rate which can lead to a panic attack or some physical health issue. This is the bodies’ reaction to feeling as if they are experiencing some type of threat to their well-being, this is an overestimate in the brain and fearing for the worst in normal day to day situations. Becoming anxious and feeling this way can allow for behaviours to present themselves, the individual may want to leave, they may become quite and withdrawn. 
This shows that both environment and genes play a role in a human’s behaviour. Genes can create the foundations of how a person will turn out, but the environment could either support this or go against it depending on what type of life they have. The environment a person is in can change and this change could support the genes and develop a skill or trait, however it could also lead to discouraging a type of behaviour. Both influence behaviour and play their part in different and similar ways. Each gene passed down to a person will make them unique, environments are unique to people as they view them in different ways and have different meanings. Humans can learn and adapt and may adapt environments to needs and genes that are present. Each behaviour will be dependent on genes and where people, work, are educated and spend their free time as to how much of an impact it can have. This has been researched for many years and the different aspects have developed and new information has been found, however there if no definitive answer as to whether biological or environmental plays more of a role. 
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