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[bookmark: OLE_LINK23]Introduction
[bookmark: OLE_LINK16]
	This essay compares and contrasts two research-based articles: Gillian Bennett’s paper titled ‘“If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group.’ published in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural in 1995,[footnoteRef:1] with Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s paper on ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.’ published in Sociology of Religion in 1999.[footnoteRef:2] One of them, Bennett, examines a neighbourhood group of elderly women’s views or experiences of the supernatural as an aspect of folklore, especially foreknowledge. The other one, Walter and Waterhouse’s research, explores the belief in reincarnation in British society, focusing on their individualized faith. [1:  Gillian Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’, Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker, (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1995), 122-142 [accessed 13 January 2021].]  [2:  Tony Walter, and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60.2 (1999), 187-197 <DOI: 10.2307/3711748>.] 

To critically review the two research and assess their respective strengths and limitations, the main body of this essay is divided into three parts: methodology, ethical considerations, and article structure. The research methodology is the primary section, outlining exactly how the two papers developed their research and whether or not their research methodology was valid. The second section considers the ethical stance of the researchers, including their reflexivity and engagement with their participants. The final section examines their writing structures and the literature reviewed for both papers, with particular attention to their use of literature and how effectively they position their research within a broader academic context.

Methodology

[bookmark: OLE_LINK6][bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK20][bookmark: OLE_LINK22]	Bennett’s study focused on a group of elderly women in her hometown, using in-depth interviews to collect their narratives of psychic experiences. She provides a clear statement of the work conducted over a five-month period, using her father’s clinic as an interview place.[footnoteRef:3] Conducting research within a familiar local setting, while demonstrating respect for the group’s culture, folklore, religious beliefs, and spiritual experiences, and recording and interpreting their narratives solely for research purposes, aligns with Malinowski’s definition of ethnographic research. However, the element of fully living among the participants, mentioned by Malinowksi, was not extensively expanded in Bennett's article.[footnoteRef:4] In reviewing and analysing the narratives provided by the participants, Bennett develops detailed depictions of the atmosphere of the conversation, the mood of the participants, the family roles, daily habits and social interactions of the research group. This participant-observation approach added more detail and depth to her research.  [3:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake’, p. 122 and pp. 126-127.]  [4:  Bronislaw Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific An Account of Native Enterprise and Adventure in the Archipelagoes of Melanesian New Guinea (2017) <https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/55822/pg55822-images.html> [accessed 23 October 2024], p. 6.] 

	Although Bennett dedicates an entire section to documenting the context and process of the experimental design, she does not explicitly specify the type of interviews (structured, semi-structured or open-ended), nor does she indicate whether questionnaires or other survey methods were used. As for Walter and Waterhouse’s research, they clearly define their research approach as ‘a small-scale interview’.[footnoteRef:5] At the outset of their paper, they introduce two interview models: one-on-one unstructured interviews with 30 adults in the South West of England, conducted in the participants’ homes, and group interviews with 21 schoolchildren.[footnoteRef:6] Considering that the interview topic, faith and belief in reincarnation, is a sensitive and deeply personal matter, the decision to conduct interviews in participants’ homes is a good choice. A familiar and private space is likely to enhance interviewees’ sense of security. In the view of Hennink and others, home is also a common choice for in-depth interviews, particularly for intimate topics.[footnoteRef:7] Although the combination of unstructured and group interviews should, in theory, have contributed to a richer dataset, the interviews with the children were not elaborated upon in detail, and they were not presented at all in the following texts. The absence of any discussion on this aspect of the research is problematic. If the data were ultimately excluded, the authors ought to have provided a justification.  [5:  Tony Walter, and Helen Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 188.]  [6:  Tony Walter, and Helen Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, pp. 188-189.]  [7:  Monique M Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, Second edition. (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2020), p. 41.] 

In the process of filtering data, Bennett demonstrates a more nuanced approach. She states the initial sample size earlier in the article: ‘120 people of both sexes and of all ages from sixteen to ninety-five’. She then identifies patterns within the sample, noting a predominance of female and elderly participants, and ultimately narrowing a more accurate and representative portrait of the group.[footnoteRef:8] By contrast, Walter and Waterhouse mentioned multiple recruitment strategies, including ‘personal contacts, a call for volunteers on local radio, and a certain amount of snowballing as one interviewee led to another’.[footnoteRef:9] These methods appear to ensure that participants are willing and engaged, and, in many cases, already have a level of trust with the interviewer or a pre-existing interest in the topic. However, the question is whether the snowballing model will homogenize the sample. Given that individuals with similar views, social identities, and religious beliefs tend to form social groups, snowball sampling risks limiting the diversity of perspectives included in the study. In addition, Walter and Waterhouse set the standard for participants as individuals who believe in reincarnation, explicitly excluding religious adherents whose traditions incorporate reincarnation as well as New Agers.[footnoteRef:10] This exclusion raises methodological concerns: by omitting individuals who may have greater exposure to reincarnation concepts, the study lacks a clear framework for assessing participants’ actual understanding of reincarnation. The text does not mention whether they establish any filtering questions. Furthermore, there is no solid definition of New Agers, and it is even specifically stated that their conclusion—the absence of New Agers in their sample—was based on intuition rather than systematic assessment.[footnoteRef:11] Such a decision lacks credibility. [8:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake’, p. 127.]  [9:  Tony Walter, and Helen Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 189.]  [10:  Tony Walter, and Helen Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, pp. 188-189.]  [11:  Tony Walter, and Helen Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 191.] 

Despite these differences, the two papers share many similarities in their research approaches. Regarding these subjective and private topics, involving psychic and faith-related experiences, both studies employ in-depth interviews as their primary data collection method. Focusing on the interviewees’ narratives and building nuanced and flexible discussions, researchers recorded their stories, interpreted their perspectives, and inducted recurring patterns. A quantitative mode is consistently applied to demographic data (gender, age, marital status and so on), while a qualitative approach is used for the analysis of participants’ narratives. As Hennink and others argue, qualitative research is better suited to studying data that is difficult to quantify, such as people's understandings, perspectives, beliefs, and experiences.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Monique M Hennink, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 16-17.] 

In summary, Bennett’s study combines ethnography, participant observation, and interviews, though she does not specify the exact type of interviews conducted or whether questionnaires were used. In contrast, Walter and Waterhouse use a small-scale open-ended interview and group interviews, yet the latter is suspected to have been discarded. Both studies adopt a qualitative-driven approach, complemented by quantitative data, using in-depth interviews to collect narratives and employing inductive analysis to interpret the findings. The comprehensive model with open-ended conversation is more effective in the folklore, culture, and belief topics. Bennett effectively and rapidly integrates into the local groups with the help of her father's status as a doctor. Walter and Waterhouse set up the interviews in their homes, using voluntary enrollment to enhance the initiative and security of the interviews, but with the same risk of sample homogenization for private contact and snowballing approach.

Ethical Considerations and Reflexive Position

[bookmark: OLE_LINK19][bookmark: OLE_LINK21]Combined with the summaries of several scholars on research ethics, the core principles that should be upheld include maximisation of rights and benefits, minimisation of harm, respect, fairness, anonymity, confidentiality, voluntariness, and informed consent.[footnoteRef:13] In both articles, it is unclear whether benefits or rewards are given to participants. Furthermore, when talking about sensitive issues related to faith and personal supernatural experiences, the authors do not address how they sought to prevent psychological distress resulting from the recollection of potentially painful memories or how they handled participants’ emotional responses during the interviews.[footnoteRef:14] Bennett's study, in particular, has several narratives concerning death, injury, or illness, where she explicitly mentions the changes in participants’ moods. However, she does not indicate whether any mitigating measures were implemented to provide emotional support or minimise distress.  [13:  Wiles, Rose, What Are Qualitative Research Ethics? (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2012), pp. 11-66. And Monique M Hennink, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 51-64.]  [14:  Monique M Hennink, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 80-82.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]In terms of informed consent, Walter and Waterhouse’s approach—a call for volunteers on local radio and snowballing—arguably ensures a greater degree of voluntariness, as participants actively choose to engage. On the contrary, although Bennett claimed to have obtained prior consent from the participants. Considering that these participants were her father's patients and the interview was conducted at the clinic, it is possible that her father was present during or near the interviews. In such a setting, participants might have felt obliged to take part due to the power dynamics inherent in the doctor-patient relationship, potentially undermining the principle of free and uncoerced participation. Bennett should provide clear exit strategies to ensure participants feel genuinely free to withdraw at any stage. More critically, Bennett notes that she accesses some participants’ personal information through her father.[footnoteRef:15] This raises significant ethical concerns: was this information exported through the medical system, and if so, was this a lawful and ethically justifiable action? If the information is based on her father’s sufficient familiarity with the patient, does this align with the ethical guidelines concerning confidentiality, voluntariness, and informed consent? The lack of clarity on these points suggests that Bennett’s study potentially breaches ethical research standards. [15:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake’, p. 127.] 

Neither study specifically indicated that the research was conducted on an anonymous basis. However, Walter and Waterhouse, when presenting their participants’ narratives, uniformly use generic descriptors, such as one person or one woman, without further private information. While Bennett also uses this kind of linguistic strategy, the names appear in the later examples of her article, Rose and Alma, with no clarification as to whether these are pseudonyms or real names.[footnoteRef:16] Beyond this, Bennett provides specific geographic information (her hometown, a middle-class suburb of a large northern city), the buildings surrounding her father’s clinic (Methodist church, shopping center). She also specifies that a lot of data are older women, and that the interviewees belong to the same close-knit community with a limited range of activities.[footnoteRef:17] These personalised details make it relatively easy to determine the exact research location, creating the possibility that locals familiar with the area might be able to identify individual participants based on their stories. In contrast, Walter and Waterhouse’s ethical controversy centers on the interviews with the children. They do not clearly express where and how the children were interviewed, whether the children’s teachers, parents and themselves gave their consent, and whether the children really understood the concept of reincarnation. All these omissions create ethical uncertainties regarding informed consent and research transparency. [16:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake’, pp. 137-138.]  [17:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake’, p. 127.] 

There is a degree of similarity in the positionality of the authors in that they are all researchers in related fields, yet they do not position themselves as fully embedded insiders in relation to the specific topics under investigation. Bennett is a folklorist, does not discuss whether or not she has had precognitive experiences, just as Walter and Waterhouse, specialising in sociology and religious studies respectively, do not reveal whether they hold personal beliefs in reincarnation. They are all in the middle of the research, having the opportunity to interact with interviewees closely, but putting themselves out of the spot. Bukamal concluded this dual positioning as an insider from a participant's perspective and an outsider in a broader study framework. This stance effectively balances the researcher’s role, allowing them to build trust, security, and rapport with participants while maintaining a critical and objective perspective as an outsider.[footnoteRef:18] None of the authors speak specifically about reflexive thinking or about their own experiences. However, based on Bennett’s personal information shown in her paper, she seems to have an implicit insider perspective. Firstly, she is a local, and secondly, she is a female. Some scholars argue that researchers conducting studies in their hometowns (researcher-at-home) become insiders naturally, fostering greater trust and cultural alignment with participants.[footnoteRef:19] This advantage is particularly valuable when collecting personal stories and researching local folklore. In addition, Bennett’s shared gender identity with her participants likely contributes to an insightful understanding when discussing women’s familial roles, social expectations, and other gender perceptions.  [18:  Hanin Bukamal, ‘Deconstructing Insider–Outsider Researcher Positionality’, British Journal of Special Education, 49.3 (2022), 327–49 <https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8578.12426>, pp. 344-346.]  [19:  Adu-Ampong, Emmanuel Akwasi, and Ellis Adjei Adams, ‘“But You Are Also Ghanaian, You Should Know”: Negotiating the Insider–Outsider Research Positionality in the Fieldwork Encounter’, Qualitative Inquiry, 26.6 (2020), 583–92 <DOI: 10.1177/1077800419846532>.] 


Structure and Literature Review
[bookmark: OLE_LINK14]
Regarding the structure, both papers follow a clear and logical progression, with well-defined introductions, conclusions, and sections covering the context of the study, literature review, research methodology, research process, and data analysis. However, the titles of the two articles are more notable. Bennett uses playful and engaging sentences that resemble everyday dialogue: ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake’ as her title. It's a great way to grab the reader's attention. In one of her articles, a similar appeal also appears in the title: ‘Alas, Poor Ghost!’: Traditions of Belief in Story and Discourse.[footnoteRef:20] Such intriguing and informal phrasing reflects her emphasis on narrative, folklore, and oral tradition, making her work more immersive for the reader. In contrast, Walter and Waterhouse’s title, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, the key point is not the writing style, but the description of the research objectives. With a sample size of only 30 interviews, it may appear overstated, as the study does not necessarily provide a comprehensive representation of the country’s belief landscape. Probably for the same reason—that is, an inadequate sample—and as a qualitative research method based on interpreting and analysing participant narratives, there is insufficient vivid storytelling in Walter and Waterhouse’s article. Equally weak is the data analysis in Walter and Waterhouse’s study, as their conclusions remain vague and lacking in specificity.[footnoteRef:21] In contrast, Bennett’s work is much richer in narrative detail, with full dialogue texts as well as in-depth conversation analysis and dissection of story details. [20:  Gillian Bennett, ‘Alas, Poor Ghost!’: Traditions of Belief in Story and Discourse, Revised edition. (Logan: Utah State University Press, 1999)]  [21:  Tony Walter, and Helen Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, pp. 191-194.] 

In their literature review, Walter and Waterhouse cite two types of literature; one is that, as an Eastern religious concept, there is a growing belief in reincarnation in Western society. The other is that ‘little belief in reincarnation in a representative sample of congregations belonging to six Protestant denominations’.[footnoteRef:22] The apparent contradiction between these perspectives serves as a key motivation for their research. Bennett’s article presents a substantially more extensive literature review, including historical data and literature reviews. Part of this material relates to the definition of key terms, and part refers to the internalisation of supernatural experiences and the transmission of traditional practices.[footnoteRef:23] Not only is Bennett richer in terms of literature research, but after summarising her conclusions, she also looks ahead to the directions of research that the topic leads to, and sets a broader meaningful framework. She stated that ‘I hope that my own work may at least show what a wealth of folklore there is to be explored in even the most prosaic of everyday surroundings.’.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Tony Walter, and Helen Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 188.]  [23:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake’, pp. 122-126.]  [24:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake’, p. 141.] 


Conclusion 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK17][bookmark: OLE_LINK18]	By comparing and contrasting two papers, ‘“If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group.’[footnoteRef:25] and ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.’,[footnoteRef:26] it can be concluded that both articles are well-structured and explored in depth. However, Bennett’s analysis is richer and more nuanced, particularly in her interpretation of narratives, identification of patterns, and detailed examination of personal accounts. When evaluated from a modern perspective ( both articles were published in the 1990s), both studies reveal ethical ambiguities and a lack of transparency in reflexive considerations. Bennett's main risk is in using her father’s status as a doctor to gather information and recruit interviewees, while Walter and Waterhouse’s study is in how to handle ethical challenges related to interviewing minors. [25:  Gillian Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’, Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker, (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1995), 122-142 [accessed 13 January 2021].]  [26:  Tony Walter, and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60.2 (1999), 187-197 <DOI: 10.2307/3711748>.] 

	In terms of research methodology, both parties took into account the sensitivity and individuality of the research topic and adopted a research model based on qualitative research, in-depth interviews, and interpretive inductive methods. These methodologies create a supportive environment for collecting subjective, narrative-driven personal experiences, where Bennett prefers ethnographic, participant observation methods, and Walter and Waterhouse employ an unstructured interview. 
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