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Compare and contrast the methodologies used in Brink, T. L., 1978, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ and Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H., 1999, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, and discuss the position of the researchers in relation to their fields of research. 
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Introduction

This essay will compare and contrast the research methods used in Walter and Waterhouse’s paper, with those used in Brink’s paper. Three primary questions will be considered: the methodology used, the researcher position, and the usage of a literature review. Walter and Waterhouse conducted intensive interviews with a small number of participants, all of whom believed in reincarnation, with a view to ascertain how their belief fitted into their daily life and how it tallied with any religious beliefs.[footnoteRef:1] Brink used a questionnaire format with a group of Roman Catholic schoolgirls to assess the concept of simultaneous belief in at least two of the following: Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, Vol. 60, No. 2 (1999), [hereafter Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’], p. 187]  [2:  T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, Vol. 20, No 1 (Autumn, 1978), [hereafter Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’], p. 82] 


Methodology

	Brink’s approach is laced with assumptions, and his use of a structured, closed questionnaire may well have prevented participant revelations that would have alerted him to this fact. He begins his paper by stating that ‘simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible’.[footnoteRef:3] Yet Bernadette Brady has considered extensively the ways in which astrologers find room for free will in their astrological practice.[footnoteRef:4] Regarding religion, there may for example be some girls who accept the doctrine apart from its statements rejecting reincarnation. This is not an impossible concept; in her paper ‘Catholic but not Roman Catholic’, Byrne notes that the Polish National Catholic Church in early documents ‘possibly espoused reincarnation’.[footnoteRef:5] By restricting himself to his prior understanding of the terms, Brink prevents himself from learning about the schoolgirls’ own understanding of the three terms and corresponding belief systems. Bryman has discussed how use of a ‘prior theoretical framework’, in particular one that shapes the research strategy, can lead to misconstruction of data.[footnoteRef:6] Brink certainly uses a prior theoretical framework to shape his study, which calls into question the validity of his data. His methodology allows no room for nuance or for his assumption and founding statement to be challenged. [3:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82]  [4:  Bernadette Brady, ‘Theories of fate among present day astrologers’, Trinity Saint David University of Wales, 2012, Chapter 5, p.143]  [5:  Julie Byrne, ‘Catholic But Not Roman Catholic’, American Catholic Studies, Vol. 125, No. 3 (2014), p. 19]  [6:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 99] 


Rather than begin the project with their own understanding of what reincarnation means, Walter and Waterhouse used the research opportunity to find out what reincarnation means for the people who believe in it.[footnoteRef:7] Their methodology was highly suited to this purpose; they conducted extended, personal interviews with adults and group interviews with children. They also kept the interviews open-ended and ‘care was taken to let the interviewees speak in their own terms’.[footnoteRef:8] Though Walter and Waterhouse cannot extrapolate their data and make assumptions about a wider sample, they do not attempt to do so as their singular goal was to ‘discover the range of meanings’ given to reincarnation, and the qualitative process achieved this to a significant level.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188]  [8:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189]  [9:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189] 



Researcher position

Brink’s position is an outsider one - he is not a Roman Catholic schoolgirl - and he fails to discuss the impact this may have on his findings. For example, the questionnaires were given to everyone who happened to be in the religion class that day.[footnoteRef:10] Brink notes that the class was a ‘required course’ suggesting that he does not consider the religion-focused location to be a factor that may skew results.[footnoteRef:11] However as an outsider, he will have been unaware of the regular dynamic of the class, and how religious discussions in that setting, shaping the mood of the day, might differ from more informal discussions. Though he is in the same physical location as the girls, he remains an outsider. Walter and Waterhouse were also outsiders, with some participants being schoolchildren, but as these were interviews, and in groups, there is no indication that this occurred during a lesson.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83]  [11:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83]  [12:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189] 

Both studies concern religion, and it has been argued that the insider-outsider dichotomy becomes a particularly pressing problem where religion is involved; Gardiner and Engler have discussed the view that the ‘outsider’s epistemic access to the knowledge held of religious insiders is ruled out in absolute terms’, not merely restricted by social factors as it might be in another field of study.[footnoteRef:13] However, Walter and Waterhouse’s more qualitative approach may help to mediate this distance from their participants; Hennink, Hutter and Bailey note that a primary distinguishing feature of qualitative research is that it ‘allows you to identify issues from the perspective of your study participants’.[footnoteRef:14] Brink, on the other hand, fails to utilise the benefits of such an approach, exacerbating possible problems concerning the religious topic. [13:  Mark Q. Gardiner and Steven Engler, ‘Semantic Holism and the Insider—Outsider Problem’, Religious Studies, Vol. 48, No. 2 (2012), p. 240]  [14:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: Sage, 2011), p. 9] 







Literature reviews

	The literature review in Brink’s paper appears, at first glance, to cover a lot of ground. However it is in fact solely a review of sociological theories that discuss ‘cognitive consistency’.[footnoteRef:15] Brink does not consider any previous literature on cultural perceptions of astrology, reincarnation or Roman Catholicism. He does however in his discussion of his findings, reference research on new attitudes to religion, showing some overall consideration of previous research.[footnoteRef:16] Brink’s inconsistent approach to previous literature is also evidenced in his conclusion where for the first time uses Freud’s theories on denial of death to support his own conclusions regarding what he deems to be ‘the adolescent’s response to confusion and uncertainty’.[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82]  [16:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84]  [17:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 85] 

	Walter and Waterhouse demonstrate an extensive review of the literature. Moreover, their research design clearly derives from the survey data. Their literature review also provides support for their motivation for study, and foundational claims are provided with evidential support. For example they write that reincarnation as a belief ‘appears to be on the increase in the West’ and back this up with several studies such as the European Values Surveys.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188] 


	
Conclusions

The two studies both concerned personal spiritual beliefs, but utilised different methods. Brink’s fixed questionnaire approach may have restricted his findings, while Walter and Waterhouse’s open-ended, extended interview, purely qualitative approach, provided their findings with depth. Regarding the literature review, Walter and Waterhouse conducted an extensive survey of previous research, which provides the reader with contextual understanding, explains the researchers’ motivations for research, and helps to legitimise their methodological choices. Brink, by contrast, in his own literature review, lists six social scientists with various positions on cognitive consistency, but does not discuss the context for his study itself.
The researcher position is similar in both papers, with all three researchers being outsiders. With the topic involving religious belief, this might be a particular problem, but Walter and Waterhouse’s focus on qualitativity mediates this issue.
In broader terms, Walter and Waterhouse’s study provides insight into the value that can be gained from qualitative research, while Brink’s paper demonstrates some of the pitfalls of trying to retain too much quantitativity.
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