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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources: 

Examining Studies That Explore Beliefs
Word Count: 2448
Introduction

This essay is a critical comparison and contrast of two JSTOR papers: Brink, T.L. "Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation". Review of Religious Research, Vol. 2, No. 1 (Fall, 1978): 82-85, and Walter, Tony and Waterhouse, Helen. "A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England." Sociology of Religion, Summer, 1999, Vol. 60, No. 2 (Summer, 1999): 187-197. It examines the two papers' approaches to their research projects which both explore elements of religious belief. Specifically, this paper critically examines the hypothesis each study sets forth and the assumptions held by the authors at the beginning and throughout the study. Additionally, it compares the different methodologies employed in each study and how the two approaches serve to support the conclusion of each researcher.


The primary objective of the essay is to contrast the different methodologies employed by each of the researchers and discuss how the approaches serve to strengthen or weaken the outcome of the research. The common theme of these two papers is their exploration of spiritual beliefs that might fall outside the dogma of the respondents' declared religions. Each researcher includes the belief in reincarnation as a main XX point to explore attitudes towards one's religion. This paper compares the different types of research employed and how each had strengths and weaknesses when it comes to deriving a conclusion.

Overview of Brink 

Brink's study measured what he describes as 'The religious attitudes of 227 junior and senior students at a Catholic girls high school.'
 Using a questionnaire, he queried whether any of the respondents held a belief in astrology and or reincarnation. He defined these two beliefs as, 'logically incompatible' with the Roman Catholic faith of the study participants, and therefore, we are left to assume, should be easily rejected by those answering the survey.
While the title, as well as Brink's explanation of the purpose of the research project, would imply that he is interested in exploring belief systems especially those that are often categorized as New Age beliefs, he clarifies that the true objective of this study is to confirm other related cognitive theories which address the issue of common attitudes held by like members of a group.    

Brink explains that he is basing his study around the idea drawn from several social scientists, who, 'have presumed that individuals strive to attain and maintain a consistent set of attitudes.' He further details these theories as attempting 'to isolate and define those factors which either encourage cognitive consistency or account for its absence.'
 Brink believes that this will be the case as well in his study. 
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Brink's Hypothesis and Methodology


Brink's hypothesis is drawn from the theory of 'belief congruence' (Rokeach and Rothman, 1965)
 theory suggests a pyramid of beliefs, attitudes and values. The foundation is formed by beliefs, and from them, attitudes are created. Each person can hold an array of beliefs and attitudes that come together to form a value at the top.
 A person, therefore, has a larger number of beliefs than attitudes and an even smaller number of values. Their theory also states that beliefs must be congruent with attitudes they comprise, and so it would seem unlikely, that beliefs and attitudes are formed outside of one's group associations.

Brink sought to affirm this based on the shared group experience of the participants who are approximately the same age, presumably share a religious faith, and attend a school that teaches that faith. One can presume that Brink does not believe that attitudes are shaping their beliefs outside this immediate environment. While he does not explain why he chose a belief in astrology and reincarnation to represent the outlier beliefs, Brink does describe them both as being 'logically incompatible' with the Roman Catholic faith.
 He then sets forward his hypothesis to say that he believes his study 'will show an acceptance of only one of these three belief sets (Roman Catholic, astrology, reincarnation) accompanied by a rejection of the others.'

Strengths and Weaknesses of Brink's Approach

Brink details that he administered a written survey of yes/no questions to the participants during their required religion class employing a quantitative methodology. This methodology is guided by assumptions inherent in the positivist paradigm which believe that knowledge can be obtained through objective observations and measurements.
 The pursuit of hard data to prove or disprove a hypothesis was derived from the advancement of scientific research and had been employed by the social sciences as well until the 1970s. Here, too, Brink does not provide insight as to why he chose a quantitative survey deliberately or whether it was a matter of it being the norm. As will be discussed, this methodology did result in several unanswered questions in this situation. 

Using a quantitative approach in this situation is not without value. Brink had 227 respondents which is a much larger number than one would expect in a more time and labor-intensive qualitative study. The simplicity of the yes/no questions can help ensure that the respondents understand the questions and will answer. The numerical data is unambiguous, at least on the surface, and easy to compare. 

In a comparison of the qualitative and quantitative methodologies, Hennik, Hutter and Bailey lay out a set of criteria for each approach.
 Using their points of comparison, Brink's study does fulfill the major requirements of this type of study. Specifically,
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· his objective is to quantify data. It is presumed that he hoped to extrapolate the results and apply them to a broader population by seeking to validate an established theory.
· his data are reported numerically
· his collection method consists of a written survey 

· his analysis is statistical as he reports the findings in percentages


The question of whether his study population is a 'representative case' is difficult to answer because Brink does not address any context for the survey or reason for selecting this population set. While Brink's reported outcome could, in theory, be used to generalize about a larger population, the author argues, that the limitations of the methodology prohibit the researcher from doing so with any type of verifiable authority. 

By his admission, Brink's hypothesis was not proven, and as he states, 'raises more questions than it answers.'
 Here, Brink weakens his study by rather than questioning the methodology, he pivoted and introduced a different series of theories around the subject of the 'function of beliefs' citing several academics. In essence, he uses their arguments to contradict himself by saying in fact, the finding of incongruence of beliefs is exactly what one should expect. 


While no researcher can be devoid of any assumptions or presumptions, the greatest weakness of the Brink argument is that it began with a set of assumptions that could not be sustained those being that the respondents of the survey did indeed share the same faith, were familiar enough with the outliers, astrology and reincarnation, to have an opinion, and were versed enough in the Roman Catholic doctrine to understand that these beliefs were in contrast to one another. Brink's methodology could have probed for some of these answers, but in sum, it raises the question of whether the subject of beliefs is suited to a quantitative research method.

Overview of Walter and Waterhouse


In the journal, Sociology of Religion, Professors Walter and Waterhouse report on a study they conducted to explore the extent of the belief in reincarnation in England among those who identify with and practice a Christian faith. The authors undertook a study to investigate the prevalence of this belief system as it is held by individuals whom they describe as neither being 'attached to Eastern or New Age religions', both of which they assume embrace a belief in reincarnation.
 They further describe reincarnation as a 'deviant' belief for practicing Christians and one they 'ought not to hold'.
 Whereas Brink begins his study with an assumption that incongruent religious beliefs cannot be held by his study group, Walter and Waterhouse's very point is that discordant beliefs are held by their group, and they seek to explore the why of it. 


Additionally, the researchers situate their study within a larger British society context. They explore how reincarnation beliefs are often considered a private matter, contrasting with more public and institutionalized religious beliefs. Using a mixed methodology approach, they survey and interview their participants to conclude that specifically, the belief in reincarnation, is one which the individual sees as a 
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private matter of faith and that holding conflicting views may be endemic to what they describe as a privatization of religion that can characterize faith in Western societies.

Hypothesis and Methodology

The researchers did not conduct their quantitative research but drew from several surveys they cited and which took place over fifty years. With one exception, the surveys indicate a small but increasing number of European and North Americans who believe in reincarnation but do not identify with an Eastern religion. Further, WW sought to dispel any connection that the belief in reincarnation was due to an increase in secularism or New Agism. Their interest lay in demonstrating the connection and explaining, if possible, why a percentage of Christians adopted this belief that is contrary to their religion's doctrine.


For this study, they conducted a 'small-scale interview study' in England consisting of thirty adults. Additionally, they interviewed 21 school-aged children in group settings. The authors indicate that the participants expressed interest in being interviewed on the subject, but no specific information as to how they found the participants or why they selected this group is provided. In their findings, they indicate that their survey participants represented a larger percentage than the English population as a whole of connection and active involvement with a church.

  
The survey sought to explore why and how a belief in reincarnation may have meaning for those responding and how it might impact other areas of their life especially their participation in their declared faith. Ultimately, though, Walter and Waterhouse aimed to prove that an increasing trend in the West and specifically England towards privatizing one's faith makes it easier to hold beliefs not taught in one's church.'
 They elaborate on their hypothesis later in the article explaining that conducting a small number of interviews 'was not to assemble a representative sample, but to discover the range of meanings given to the idea of reincarnation;' 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Walter and Waterhouse's Approach

The approach of Walter and Waterhouse counters the weaknesses of the Brink study in that it allowed for a deeper exploration of factors that shape one's belief system and could explore individual nuances. Somewhat ironically, however, both studies had a similar finding. Those who expressed faith or in Brink's case affirmed a belief in god, were 'more likely to believe in reincarnation.' 


Returning to the definition and criteria set forth by Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, this study aligns with the definition of a qualitative study based on the interpretivism paradigm as it seeks 'to understand or explain behaviours and beliefs...and understand the context of people's experiences.'
 Furthermore, in contrast to the quantitative methodology, it

· had as an objective, an aim to gain a detailed understanding of reasons and beliefs

· had as its purpose, an aim to understand the 'why' of its question

· employed a small number of participant interviews

· used an interpretive approach to analyze its data 
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These points all lend themselves to better exploring the underlying subject matter of belief systems and especially religious belief, whereas both studies showed may have contradictions and irregularities that can only be explained on an individual basis. 
Contrasting Brink and Waterhouse


While the two studies share a theme of wanting to investigate contradictory beliefs in people who adhere to a religious faith, the difference in methodologies is pronounced and could lead to one yielding more valid results.  The Brink study might be considered an example of why methodologies evolved. As previously discussed, it was about the time of the Brink study, when the use of a qualitative methodology based on an interpretive paradigm began to be used in the social sciences, possibly as a recognition of the limitation of hard data alone when examining more complex issues of human attitude. Two decades later, Walter and Waterhouse's approach shows that while the quantitative data is critical, it is being able to explore attitudes directly with the survey participants. Indeed, the findings are not as neat as the summation Brink makes, but perhaps more reflective of human understanding. As Village argues in a study he conducted of bible readers, observation or the measurement, a quantitative examination of practice 'is not enough to truly gauge levels of religious belief.' 


Another notable difference is how each study assembled its participants. The difference in group demographics notwithstanding, the Walter Waterhouse interviews were conducted with volunteers who put themselves forward whereas the little information we are given about Brink's participants could suggest that participation was not voluntary. He states that the written surveys were distributed to students during a required religion class. It is impossible to know what if any difference changing how participants were solicited would have made Brink's results but both studies do rely on assumptions as to the level of knowledge or fidelity participants have to their faith. 
Conclusion


Analysing their findings, Walter and Waterhouse stated, 'these figures mean nothing by themselves'. (190) In one manner of explanation, it can be argued that context is everything. While Brink set out to affirm the Rockeach theory and then was not able to prove his hypothesis because, this author argues, the limitations of his methodology, it can be argued that their pyramid theory of attitudes, beliefs, and values is proven with both studies. The difficulty is that each study brought in a set of assumptions that, perhaps without their realisation, were limited by setting fixed definitions. For example, neither study asks the participants about what or who influenced their decision to accept a belief in astrology or if a contradiction of their faith's doctrine was of concern. In other words, the assumptions do not allow for a fluidity between the beliefs to create less rigid attitudes.


Campion addressing how to measure a belief in astrology states that ' The methodological difficulty, though, is not the only one. The conceptual problem is probably greater.'
 The greatest finding in comparing these papers is that a research methodology that includes some components of qualitative 

Maria Meier 2309714







Page 6 of 7
research are necessary when exploring issues of belief and faith. Categories, definitions, and theories only go so far as is shown, and "should's" were not adhered to. If, as Walter and Waterhouse argue, there is an 

increasing privatization of faith, social scientists will be increasingly challenged to develop theories and models on this and perhaps other issues. 
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