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

Environmental and biological explanations for our behaviour is also known as the Nature vs Nurture debate, and it has long been debated by psychologists. One definition of the biological approach is “the study of the influence of an organism’s genetic composition on its behaviour and the interaction of hereditary and environment insofar as they affect behaviour (Plomin, 1998)”. One definition for the environmental approach is “Human behavioural genetic research aimed at characterizing the existence and nature of genetic and environmental influences on individual differences (McGue, et al., 2017)”.
This essay will discuss the effects both genetic and environmental factors have on our behaviour. This essay will discuss the evidence both for and against these factors by looking at scientific evidence gathered by scientists to support these theories. This essay will look at experiments performed by scientists in order to provide evidence for their theories.

One environmental explanation for our behaviour is the social learning theory developed by Bandura. Bandura’s theory states that behaviour is learned from the environment through the process of observational learning (McLoed, 2016). Children observe the people around them behaving in various ways. This is illustrated during the famous Bobo Doll Experiment (Bandura, 1961). In this experiment Bandura had children observe adults, or ‘Models’ as he labelled them. These models then acted very aggressively towards a Bobo Doll in front of these children. These children then mimicked this behaviour of aggression towards the doll. A different group of children observed non-aggressive behaviour and these children were less likely to display aggressive behaviour. Bandura also found that children were more likely to emulate the models behaviour if they saw them as similar to themselves, and this was especially clear in children that were the same gender as the models they were observing (Bandura, 1961). This proved Bandura’s theory of social learning and also proved that our environment does have a large effect on our behaviour. Examples of the social learning theory can be seen in everyday life. For example, if a child hears their parents swear, then the child may begin swearing themselves.  
Another environmental explanation for our behaviour is classical conditioning. This has been a big area of research for psychologists. The earliest research done into classical conditioning was Pavlovian conditioning where Pavlov conditioned dogs to salivate at the sound of a bell as the dogs had associated the sound of the bell with getting fed (McLoed, 2018). This inspired experiments to be tested on humans. One of experiments that helped develop this theory was The Little Albert experiment. The Little Albert experiment was conducted by John B. Watson in 1920 and is a very famous experiment (Cherry, 2019). In this experiment Watson used a 9 month old baby to try and prove that phobias are learnt, rather than them being engrained in us from birth. Watson gave Little Albert a small white rat to play with and Albert showed no fear towards the rat. The next time Albert was shown the rat, Watson made a loud noise behind the baby which then upset him. Watson then proceeded to repeat this action. After a while, Little Albert would be afraid of the rat as he associated the rat with the loud noise (Watson, 1920) This experiment also helped prove that the environment shapes our behaviour and that our phobias are learnt. One big example of classical conditioning in the modern day is social media notifications. When we hear the notification sound on our phones, we instantly check it as we have almost been programmed to do so. Again, this is an example of the extent of the affect that our environment has on our behaviour as our need to check our phone is not biological and must be a result of our environment.
Operant conditioning is another key explanation for the environmental effects on our behaviour. Operant conditioning is based on the premise that reinforced behaviour will continue whereas behaviours that are punished or not reinforced will tend to gradually end (Staddon, et al., 2002).  A key figure in developing the operant conditioning theory was B.F. Skinner and he defined operant conditioning as “a method of learning that occurs through rewards and punishments for behaviour. Through operant conditioning, an individual makes an association between a particular behaviour and a consequence (Skinner, 1938)”. One part of operant conditioning is Positive reinforcement. Skinner tested this by putting hungry rats in a cage that contained a lever that would drop food and as the rat would move about in the cage it would accidentally stumble into the lever and a food pellet would drop. The rat then quickly learned to press the leaver in order to get food (McLoed, 2018). This can also be applied to humans. For example, if a child gets a reward for good behaviour, they will usually continue to display good behaviour. Another way of getting desired behaviour is known as negative reinforcement. Negative reinforcement is when you associate a bad experience with a behaviour, therefore decreasing undesirable behaviour (Cherry, 2019). For instance, if a parent complains to their child when they do not clean their room, the child will clean their room in order to stop the complaining and in future, the child will clean their room more regularly in order to avoid hearing complaining from the parent (Marcin, 2017). Punishment is another form of operant conditioning. Where negative reinforcement is about the removal of a negative condition to strengthen behaviour, punishment is about adding a consequence to certain behaviour (McLoed, 2018). Punishment can have a big effect on our behaviour as punishments are unpleasant and we would rather do the chore rather than be punished. An example of punishment would be if a child does not clean their room, the parent will confiscate the child’s phone as well as making them clean their room. Reinforcement is a very important part of operant conditioning and this is referred to schedules of reinforcement. The first one is continuous reinforcement, this is where reinforcement is given every time the desired behaviour is displayed (Lim, 2020). The aim of this is to have desired behaviour associated with a reward. An example of this would be a parent giving their child one pound every time they put their plate in the dishwasher. Another example of scheduled reinforcement is fixed ratio reinforcement. This where you are given a reward every x amount of times. So, for example,  instead of the parent giving their child a pound every time they put their plate in the dishwasher, they will give the child a pound every 5 times they put their plate in the dishwasher (McLoed, 2019). Similar to fixed ratio reinforcement is variable ratio reinforcement, this is where you know you’ll be getting a reward at random amount of times of desired behaviour. Gambling addiction is a very relevant of example of variable ratio reinforcement as gamblers keep gambling as they believe the next time they gamble is when they will win. From this we can clearly see that operant conditioning does have a large effect on our behaviour as gambling companies are aware of variable ratio reinforcement and use this to keep people gambling.
The biological approach on the other hand believes that we are all a product of our evolution and genetics, rather than our environment. The evolutionary approach began with Charles Darwin where he created the theory of evolution. Evolution is the change of a species over time which is known as natural selection. Natural selection is the theory that only a small proportion of each generation survives to reproduce. This is also known as survival of the fittest (Darwin, 1859).  Evolution has led to many changes in humans such as opposable thumbs, but has it had a big effect on our behaviour? One piece of evidence for this is that in most cultures in the world, men prefer younger woman with smaller waists. This is because men see this woman as a suitable mating partner and they would have good genes to pass onto their children (Dolan, 2019). This is clearly as a result of our biology as our ancestors would’ve chosen a mate based on how suitable they were as a mate rather than modern day values like beauty and social status. According to Darwinism, human genes have evolved to adapt behaviour to the environment and as a result most human behaviour will have an adaptive purpose Our biology has a big effect on our behaviour as traits like aggression and intelligence are adaptive. This is a result of these traits being very important in the past for survival and being dominant (Cartwright, 1992). Darwinism only goes so far to explain our behaviour, but it did open the door for other research into biological explanations into our behaviour.
One evolutionary explanation for phobias directly contradicts the theory that phobias are learnt. As numerous research studies have shown that humans are born with a fear of spiders and snakes. This is down to the fact that spiders and snakes are very hard to spot and our ancestors would have had to be very careful in order to avoid poisonous creatures when going through bushy and woodland areas (Fritscher, 2020). A study led by Max Planck Institute for Human Cognitive and Brain Sciences in Germany found that 6 month old babies showed more fear when shown a picture of a snake or a spider than when they were shown pictures of flowers are fish. This is evidence for phobias being a result of our biology rather than our environment (Gibbens, 2017)
Another big area of research into biological explanations for behaviour is family studies, which includes twin studies and adoption studies. A lot of research has been done on twins who have grown up in the same family environment. There are 2 types of twins- Monozygotic and dizygotic. Monozygotic are identical twins who share all of their genes whereas dizygotic are non-identical twins who share around 50% of their genes. The reason behind these studies was to find if there were any differences between these twins, and if there were then surely they would have to be biological rather than environmental (Winerman, 2004). Twin researcher David Lykken argued that virtually every trait has a genetic influence. A study by David Lykken and Auke Tellegen on happiness found that identical twins had similar levels of happiness whereas non-identical twins showed more variation in their happiness (Lykken., et al, 1996). This shows it must be a product of their biology as they were both in the same environment. Another way of looking into the effects of biology on our behaviour are adoption studies as the children do not share the same DNA as the parents, so if the children end up having similar traits to the parents then perhaps this is proof that our environment has more of an effect on us than our biology (Cadoret, 1995). 
An important part of studying the effects of our biology on our behaviour is looking at our brain structure and functions. A very famous study into the brains effect on behaviour was the study of Phineas Gage. Phineas Gage was a man who had an accident which led to an iron rod go through his brain that cause severe damage to his frontal lobe. He survived the accident, to the surprise of the doctors and was immediately able to communicate after regaining consciousness. Gage sustained no damage to his memory or any damage to his motor or speech skills However, his co-workers noticed that his personality had changed drastically and they had noted him picking up some bad traits after the accident such as being disrespectful and unreliable (Gearhart, 2008). The case of Phineas Gage was instrumental in the study of brain functions and that certain traits are linked with certain areas of the brain and that the frontal lobe had a clear link to people’s personality (Cherry 2020). This case is also a big argument for the extent of the effect our biology has on our behaviour as Phineas Gage is clear evidence of our brain functions effecting the way we act. This case also gives evidence for the fact that we have no control over our personality or our behaviour as Phineas Gage had no control over the change in his behaviour as it was a result of an injury to his brain rather than the environment he grew up in (Twomney, 2010). 
A very famous case study into the nature vs nurture debate is the study of Genie, the feral child. Genie had lived in isolation up until she was 13 as her father had locked her in her room up to that point with almost no human interaction. She had not learnt to talk or walk and due to her up-bringing she was the size of a 6 year old (Swancer, 2020). Many psychologists and linguistics like Victoria Fromkin and Susan Curtiss attempted to see if they could teach Genie how to walk and speak and other things you are meant to learn in the critical period. Many psychologists thought it was too late for Genie and that she had missed her chance to be a fully functioning human due to her years in complete isolation. Initially, progress was promising as she learnt how to walk, expanded her vocabulary and learnt ways to express herself, and tests showed she was an intelligent person (Caroll, 2016). She still showed signs of anti-social behaviour and had very little care for what other people thought of her. She often did what she wanted, with no regard for the consequences. And it appeared she knew she was doing wrong, but she did not care (Fromkin., et al, 1974). Despite her early progress, her development began to stall. Despite her large vocabulary, she was unable to form full sentences and it was discovered that due to the fact she spent her critical period in complete isolation, her brain had not developed properly as it was not being used and the brain cells had died (Curtis., et al, 1974). This case provides arguments for both nature and nurture. You could argue that due to her brain not developing properly that our biology has more of an affect on our behaviour but many would argue that the only reason she turned out the way she did is because of her upbringing, therefore providing an argument for our environment having a bigger effect on our behaviour.
In conclusion, both our biology and our environment have an effect on our behaviour, but to what extent is still very much debated. Both have provided good evidence for the effect biology and environment but as of yet, neither have manged to confirm for definite that one or the other has the biggest effect. The question remains will we ever get a definite answer, or will we never get an answer to the nature vs nurture debate?
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