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6-2 The Impact of Nature and Nurture on Human Development

The longstanding debate between nature and nurture in developmental psychology has
traversed from classical theories emphasizing parental influence to contemporary
perspectives considering a broader spectrum of influences. The discourse has evolved with
the introduction of compelling arguments by theorists like Judith Rich Harris, who suggests
that external factors such as peer groups might outweigh parental impact in shaping
adolescent and adult behaviors. In exploring this debate, this paper delves into the respective
roles of inherent biological traits and environmental factors in human development. It
examines the foundational concepts of temperament and genetic predispositions under the
lens of nature, alongside attachment and parental influence representing nurture. Through this
exploration, the paper aims to illustrate the intricate interplay between an individual’s
biological makeup and their experiential interactions, especially in light of significant societal
events such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The analysis will demonstrate that development is a
dynamic process influenced by both genetic and environmental factors, converging to shape
the unique trajectories of individuals across their lifespans.

Nature and Its Influence on Development

In developmental psychology, the influence of nature pertains to the genetic and
biological predispositions that shape human development. It includes aspects like
temperament and genetic predispositions, both of which have been extensively studied to
understand their roles in shaping an individual's growth from infancy through adulthood.
Temperament

Temperament refers to the biologically based tendencies to react to the environment in
certain ways, which remain relatively consistent throughout one's life. Temperament includes
dimensions such as activity level, regularity, initial reaction, adaptability, and intensity of

response. These early temperamental traits can influence a wide range of developmental
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aspects, from attachment styles and interactions with caregivers to later social and cognitive
development. For instance, a child with a more adaptable temperament may handle
transitions and new situations better than a less adaptable child, influencing their social
experiences and learning opportunities. Feldman (2022) reinforces this view by discussing
how genetic factors contribute to these temperamental traits, emphasizing the role of nature in
shaping early developmental pathways.

Genetic Predispositions

Genetic predispositions are another significant aspect of nature's role in development.
These are the inherent genetic traits passed down from parents to children, which may
predispose individuals to certain behaviors, health conditions, or psychological
characteristics. Many aspects of human behavior and development, including intelligence,
personality traits, and the risk of developing mental health disorders, are influenced by
genetics. Research from the National Human Genome Research Institute (2018) elaborates on
how specific genes can be linked to behaviors and traits, underscoring the powerful influence
of genetic endowment on developmental outcomes.

Together, these elements of nature—temperament and genetic predispositions—play
critical roles in the developmental process. They not only establish the initial conditions
under which environmental factors exert their influences but also interact continuously with
those factors to shape the unique developmental trajectories of individuals.

Nurture and Its Influence on Development

Within the context of nurture, attachment and parental influence are pivotal elements

that shape human development, primarily through environmental interactions.
Attachment
Attachment theory, as formulated by John Bowlby and expanded by Mary Ainsworth,

underscores the emotional bonds between infants and their primary caregivers. Bowlby
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proposed that these early interactions form a "secure base," crucial for the child's future
social, emotional, and cognitive development. Ainsworth's research, particularly her "Strange
Situation" assessment, categorized attachment styles (secure, anxious-avoidant, and
anxious-ambivalent), illustrating how these early experiences influence behavior and
relationship patterns into adulthood.

However, the influence of attachment is contested by Judith Rich Harris, whose views
are discussed in Malcolm Gladwell's critique. Harris argues that external social influences,
particularly peer groups, play a more substantial role in shaping adolescent and adult
behaviors than parental interactions. She suggests that while attachment impacts early
development, its significance wanes as children's social circles expand (Gladwell, 1998).
Parental Influence

Traditional developmental psychology emphasizes significant parental impact on
child outcomes. This view posits that parents profoundly influence their children's behavioral,
academic, and social outcomes. However, Harris challenges this by pointing to studies like
the Colorado Adoption Project, which indicate minimal long-term correlations between
parental behavior and children's adult behaviors. These findings suggest that external social
environments and peer influences may override the effects of parenting styles (Gladwell,
1998).

Incorporating Harris's critiques into the broader discussion of nurture, it becomes
evident that while early family environment and parental styles are influential, their
long-term impact might be less deterministic than traditionally believed. This perspective
encourages a broader examination of how children adapt to and are shaped by their broader
social environments, highlighting the complex interplay between various nurturing factors
beyond the home.

Comparative Analysis
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The debate between the influences of nature and nurture on human development has
evolved significantly, highlighting a complex interaction rather than a simple dichotomy.
Nature encompasses the genetic and biological predispositions that shape an individual from
conception, including temperament and genetic vulnerabilities. Nurture, on the other hand,
involves environmental factors such as family dynamics, educational opportunities, and
cultural influences that interact with biological predispositions throughout an individual's life.

Garcia (2021) emphasizes that neither nature nor nurture alone can fully explain the
variances in human development. Instead, modern understanding suggests a synthesis where
both elements are interdependent and continuously interact to shape a person's development.
For example, a child's genetic disposition (nature) may predispose them to high intellectual
potential. Still, the realization of this potential largely depends on the educational resources
and parental support they receive (nurture). Similarly, a genetic predisposition to anxiety
might not manifest without specific environmental triggers.

The integrated perspective recognizes that developmental outcomes are not
predetermined by genetics alone but are significantly influenced by individuals' life
experiences. Thus, the modern approach to the nature versus nurture debate acknowledges the
essential contributions of both genetic makeup and environmental context, each constantly
influencing and modifying the other's effects on shaping individual development.

Case Application: The Impact of Recent Historical Events

The COVID-19 pandemic provides a profound case study for examining the
interactions between nature and nurture in shaping human development. The global event has
caused significant environmental changes that have impacted children and adolescents'
behaviors and psychological health. The pandemic has led to notable psychological impacts
on children, including increased anxiety and stress due to disruptions in their daily routines

and social interactions (Tomlinson et al., 2021). These changes represent a substantial shift in
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nurture factors, where the typical environmental supports like school structures and peer
interactions were dramatically altered.

In addition, the nature aspect, including children's genetic predispositions and
temperaments, played a critical role in how they responded to these changes. Children with
resilient temperaments might have adapted more quickly to the new norms of social
distancing and remote learning, whereas those with less adaptable temperaments faced
greater challenges. The situation highlights the complex interplay between genetic
predispositions and environmental changes, emphasizing how external events like the
pandemic can interact with innate characteristics to influence developmental outcomes
significantly.

Conclusion

The exploration of nature and nurture in shaping human development reveals a
complex tapestry where both genetic predispositions and environmental influences intertwine
to forge individual developmental paths. The paper has demonstrated that neither biological
nor environmental factors solely dictate developmental outcomes; rather, their interaction is
pivotal. The case of the COVID-19 pandemic has further exemplified how external crises can
accentuate the dynamic interplay between nature and nurture, affecting psychological and
behavioral adaptations in youth. Through this analysis, it becomes evident that understanding
human development requires a multifaceted approach that appreciates the nuanced
contributions of both inherited traits and experiential factors. It is crucial to consider the
broader implications of this synthesis for educational practices, parenting strategies, and

policy-making to support optimal developmental trajectories in changing societal contexts.
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