
To what extent is human behavior genetically determined? 
 

Behaviour can be understood as a selection of actions usually in response to a stimuli, whether it be 

psychological, biological or environmental, and although the brain gives us complex cognition many have 

pondered whether our behaviour is determined at a much more essential level, in our own genetics, and 

with the development of CRISPR technologies it’s becoming a more important question. Could our 

lifestyles and actions be the results of our genetic information or maybe we react and live according to our 

environment? A complex topic like this takes into consideration multiple factors but I will focus on the 

heritability of  mental behaviours and the role of external factors  in development as well. 

 

An effective way to analyse the importance of genetics in human behaviour is to look at the heritability of 

characteristics from a biological parent onto their offspring. We can see that mental health conditions like 

bipolar disorder have a substantial genetic component[1] and it has also been shown through twin studies 

that a significant proportion of the liability to develop any given anxiety disorder is due to genetic 

factors[2]. These conditions definitely have an effect on human behaviour, with anxiety possibly causing 

intermittent panic attacks, insomnia[3] and psychological symptoms of paranoia, irritability and 

concentration issues and bipolar disorder causing shifting episodes of depression and mania[4]. Many 

people with these conditions exhibit seemingly irregular behaviour like excessive worry[5]and extreme 

changes in personality[6]. So in this respect, we can see genes directly affecting how humans interact and 

behave with others. 

 

Although genes play an important role, external factors also shape the way many of us behave and 

interact. In the United Kingdom, there is a prevalence of 61.3 cases per 10,000 births of foetal alcohol 

syndrome [FAS][7] , a condition caused by the consumption of alcohol during pregnancy. FAS can cause 

multiple different symptoms including poor memory, learning disabilities, hyperactive behaviour, 

difficulty concentrating[8] ( all with varying severities) and even brain damage resulting in schizophrenia 



in some cases[9]. The symptoms of this condition overlap with people from all backgrounds and therefore 

different genetics as well, clearly showing that some behaviours in people are not solely genetically based 

and that some behaviour comes from the environment we are exposed to. 

 

It has also been shown how adopted children will not only act like their adoptive family but also begin to 

resemble them[10]. Children spend a lot of their early development learning about the world around them 

and who they learn from clearly has an effect on their mental development. We copy accents from our 

carers and imitate behaviours from those around us too. Children show an urge to imitate the actions of 

others and it can be argued this is to allow for more cohesive social interaction with others[11].  This 

imitation is also common in other hominid species like chimpanzees[12]. 

 

In conclusion it’s clear that genetics can play a role in the heritability of human behaviour however much 

of our behaviour is actually shaped by external factors through our early development. Humans chiefly 

learn our behaviour rather than inherit it which follows a trend with many other primate species and 

contributes to our overall success and ability to adapt to new environments. Nurture is clearly over nature. 
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