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The debate of nature vs nurture is one of the oldest issues in psychology. This essay will investigate how human behaviour is a product of our biology or our environment. It will look at the biological approach and the behaviourist approach and its research that supports each theory.  It will include case studies of Phineas Gage, by John Harlow and the research that followed on from his studies. It will look at Darwin’s theory of evolution. All these studies support the biological approach. It will include studies from John Watson, Ivan Pavlov and B.F Skinner. It will look at the case studies of Little Albert and Little Peter. These will support the behaviourist approach.
The biological approach is the combination of our psychology and biology to attempt to explain behaviour. It looks at the nervous system, genetics, the brain, immune system and endocrine system. It is the only approach that considers our thoughts, feelings and behaviours from both a biological and physical view. It implies that physiological structure and DNA dictates behaviour through life. One assumption of the biological approach is the localisation of the brain function and how damage to specific areas of the brain effects behaviour. This assumption is supported by the research of Phineas Gage (Harlow 1948) It was the first case to suggest the brains role in determining personality and behaviour and how damage to certain areas on the brain could cause mental changes. In 1848 he was involved in an accident in his workplace where a tamping iron shot through his cheekbone, penetrated the base of the skull and excited the top of the skull. It had damaged most of his frontal lobe He miraculously survived this accident for 11 and a half years until he began having seizures. He died in May 1860. Friends said that even though he had survived the accident he was like an entirely different person. Dr John Martyn Harlow (1868) published reports about the accident and the aftermath. His observations of Gages injury and the mental changes provide most of the information about the case.  Gage was described as hard working, responsible and regarded as the most efficient and capable foremen by his employers before his accident. After the accident the same employers considered his mind radically changed and would not employ him due to this. He was described as fitful, disrespectful and stubborn. Harlow said, ‘the balance between his intellectual faculties and animal propensities seems to have been destroyed’. The changes in his behaviour supported the theory of localization of brain function and that specific areas of the brain control certain functions. It is unknown which parts of his brain had been damaged but there has been studies to attempt to answer this. Hanna Damasio and colleagues (1994) made a 3D reconstruction of Gage’s skull and concluded that the damage was frontal and right of the midline. Talos Ratiu (2004) conducted a study using a 3-dimensional computer reconstruction of Gage’s skull to see the extent of the damage and found that it was limited to the left frontal lobe.  Gage’s story was one of the first sources of evidence that showed the frontal lobe was involved with personality and behaviour (O’Driscoll (1998)
Another assumption of the biological approach is Evolution. Evolutionary psychologists attempt to explain behaviour by studying how natural selection has helped certain behaviour traits to develop. It focused on how evolution has shaped the mind and behaviour. Charles Darwin’s (1809) theory of natural selection attempts to explain the process of evolution.  It says that only a small percentage of each generation survives to reproduce. It also says that children are not identical to their parents, so each generation has some degree of variation and at least some of this variation is passed on through genes. It also says that some characteristics gives the species an advantage over others to be able to survive and reproduce. A characteristic that gives a reproductive advantage helps the species to reproduce and pass on its genes to the next generation. A characteristic that gives a survival advantage helps the species to live long enough to reproduce and pass on its genes. This is where Darwin’s saying “Survival of the fittest” originates from.(Gross) Characteristics that give a species a greater chance of survival and reproduction are adaptive. A simple way of explaining this theory is that we have evolved to behave in ways that can increase our chance of survival leading us to pass this trait through our genes. This theory explains the importance of adaptation which the process of a species changing characteristics to become better suited to their environment. An example of behavioural adaptation in animals is that they fly south in the winter because they can find more food. This is an action that animals will take to survive.
Darwin’s second insight was that of sexual selection. (1871) He defined it as “the advantage which certain individuals have over other individuals of the same sex and species solely in respect of reproduction” Sexual selection is a method of natural selection. Species of one gender chooses mates of the other gender to mate with. This is known as intersexual selection. They compete with members of their same gender for possession of the species of the opposite gender. Which is known as intrasexual. This means that some individuals have greater reproductive success than others within their environment. The reason for this could be they are more attractive or prefer more attractive partners to reproduce with. Female species choose their mates based on certain characteristics so those traits will be passed on to their offspring. Studies have shown that females prefer masculine facial features whilst ovulating, as these features are a sign of high testosterone meaning a good mating partner. Darwin defined the concept of sexual selection by saying:
      “We are, however, here concerned only with that kind of selection, which I have called sexual selection. This depends on the advantage which certain individuals have over other individuals of the same sex and species, in exclusive relation to reproduction” (Brennan,2010)

The behaviourist approach attempts to explain how our environment shape our behaviour. Its theory is that all behaviours are learned through the environment and through the process of conditioning. This approach looks at overt behaviours and environmental events. They do not look at innate or inherited factors such as feelings and thoughts. This approach was started by John Watson (1913). His article “Psychology as the behaviourist views it” had a number of assumptions. He stated that all behaviour is learned from the environment. We learn behaviour through classical conditioning or operant conditioning. The Russian psychologist Ivan Pavlov (1904) accidently found classical conditioning whilst researching the digestion of dogs. He developed a technique that collected the dog's saliva by attaching a tube on the dog's cheek so the drops of saliva could be collected and measured whilst dogs were being fed. This is when he noticed that the dogs would start to salivate before they were given any food, seen the food and even before they heard the assistant approach to feed them. These observations led Pavlov to the study of classical conditioning. A stimulus that wouldn’t normally produce a response, starts to do so when paired with another stimulus which does normally produce the response. Before conditioning the taste of food would automatically make the dog salivate but the sound of bell wont. This means that the food is referred to as an unconditional stimulus and the salivating is an unconditional response. There is no need for the dog to learn to salivate in response to food as it does so naturally. During conditioning, the bell is paired with the food. The bell does not naturally produce salivation, so this is called a conditioned stimulus as the dog only produces saliva on the condition that it is paired with the unconditioned stimulus. If the bell and food are paired often and close together in time, the dog then starts to salivate as soon as he hears the bell and before food is presented. He called this the law of temporal conditioned stimulus. (Pavlov 1928) When this happens, conditioning has taken place. The salivation is now a conditional response as it is produced by a conditioned stimulus. Pavlov continued with his research and tested other neutral stimuli that was not linked to the receipt of food. They included precise tones of a buzzer, ticking of a metronome, lights and electric shocks.  Conditioned stimulus and unconditioned stimulus can be varied to give different kinds of conditioning for example, delayed, backwards or simultaneously (McLeod, S.A 2018). Pavlov had shown that classical conditioning applied to animals. Watson and Rayner (1920) wanted to see if it also applied to humans and could an infant be conditioned to fear an animal that appeared simultaneously with a loud sound. The Little Albert experiment showed that it did. Albert was 9 months old when his reactions to a variety of stimuli were tested. These included a white rat, a monkey, various masks with and without hair, and a hammer hitting a steel bar just behind his head. Only the hammer hitting the steel bar had frightened him, so this was used as the unconditioned stimulus, with fear being the unconditioned response. When Albert was 11 months old, the white rat and the unconditioned stimulus were presented to him together. Whilst Albert reached out to stroke the rat, Watson crept up behind and used the hammer to hit the steel bar. This was done seven times over the period of seven weeks. After this, the rat on its own frightened Albert which then made fear the conditioned stimulus. Watson and Rayner had succeeded in producing a phobia in an infant. (Gross, 2020)
Another case that researched classical conditioning was done by Mary Cover Jones (1924). The case of Little Peter was to see if a phobia in a little boy could be deconditioned. Peter was two years old when the observations began. He showed a extreme fear of a rabbit so this was used for deconditioning. Peter had play sessions with three other children and the rabbit in a wire cage in front of them. Over the space of 40 sessions, the rabbit had been brought closer to Peter each day, then let free to roam the room. After these sessions, Peter ate his lunch with one hand and stroked the rabbit that now sat on his lap with his other hand. Classical conditioning had helped decondition Peter’s fear. It also led to reduce general fears and helped Peter cope with other animals. 
The assumption of operant conditioning is a learning process where deliberate behaviours are reinforced or punished. Behaviour that is reinforced will likely to continue and behaviour that is punished will occur less often. Skinner (1938) believed that it is more productive to study observable behaviour and the best way to attempt to understand behaviour is to look at the causes and the consequences. For his research he used a puzzle box which is known now as a Skinner box. It was used to record an animal's behaviour in a small-time frame. It was designed for a rat to do things in. The box was fitted with a lever, which had a food tray underneath. The rat can be rewarded or punished for pressing the lever. He showed how positive reinforcement works by putting a hungry rat into the Skinner box. As the rat moved around the box, it would knock the lever, leading to a food pellet to drop into the box. After a few times of being put into the box, the rat quickly learned to go straight to the lever. The reward of getting the food when it pressed the lever ensured that this action would be repeated. This is called positive reinforcement. Skinner then placed a rat into the Skinner box and subjected it to an electric current which caused some discomfort. As the rat moved around the cage, it would knock the lever, when it did so, the electric current would be switched off. After a few times the rat learned to go straight to the lever once put into the box. The consequence of the electric current being switched off ensured that this action was repeated.  (Gross, 2020)
Skinner’s study came from the earlier research of Edward Thorndike (1898). Thorndike used puzzle boxes and cats. The task was for the cat to operate a latch that would allow the door to open. Every time the cat escaped the box there was a piece of fish, that was visible from inside the box. The cats had been deprived of food before being put into the box so were highly motivated on escaping. Once the cat had eaten the fish, they were put back inside the box and the process was repeated. The cats then had difficulty in getting out and it was only by chance that they managed to escape. The more they were returned to the box, the less time it took them to operate the latch and escape. Thorndike claimed that learning was essentially trial and error. It was a gradual reduction in the number of errors made. It was the manipulative components within the box and the behaviour that led to the escape that was being learned.  The two key features to operant conditioning are shaping and successive approximation and latent learning. (Gross, 2020)
There are four main treatment methods used in the behaviourist approach which have been used to treat patients with mental health disorders. Behaviour therapy, which helps in a practical way using a step-by-step approach. Token economy is a type of behaviour modification that is used to increase desirable behaviour and decrease undesirable behaviour with the use of tokens. Aversion therapy can treat patients by way of classical conditioning, by punishing unwanted behaviour and programmed learning.

There are many strengths and weaknesses in each approach. Some of the strengths in the biological approach are that experiments can be measured, are objective and are able to be repeated. It is seen as deterministic, which increases the chances of treating abnormal behaviour. Some of the weaknesses in this approach are that it focuses too much on the “nurture” side of the debate. Its theories about disorders are applied to everyone and does not consider that humans are individuals. It also ignores life experience and psychological factors such as thoughts and feelings. The strengths of the behaviours approach are that it gives a strong argument for the “nurture” side of the debate without focusing too much on it. It has given several practical application and techniques to shape behaviour. Some of the weaknesses of this approach are that it completely ignores mental processes. It uses animals to apply the theory to humans, however humans are much more complex than animals. There has been much research into both theories to try and explain how human behaviour works. The answer to the debate of nature vs nurture, is we are both. Research shows we are a product of our genetics and our environment.
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