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Introduction

This essay critically compares and contrasts two secondary papers, Gillian Bennett ‘If I Knew You were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake - The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’ In Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker, (Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, 1995)., and of Tony Walker and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, v.60 (1999).
Both papers explored the theoretical concept of belief and so a definition of belief was necessary. According to Nicholas Campion, ‘a belief does not have to be true, but neither is it necessarily false: it is the perception of the believer which counts.’ [footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Nicholas Campion ‘Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement. The Extent and Nature of Contemporary Belief in Astrology’ (PHD, Bath Spa University College, 2004), pp. 155.] 

The themes utilized to compare and contrast the two secondary sources were, academic rationale, literature review, methodology used for the research, structure of the two papers, ethical considerations, and insider/outsider reflexivity. 

1 – Academic Rationale
Both papers aim to study different angles of the ‘belief’ theoretical concept. Gillian Bennett’s paper analysed discourse differences between divinatory practices and presentiments.[footnoteRef:2] Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s paper discussed how ‘those who entertain the idea of reincarnation’ actually talk about it. [footnoteRef:3] [2:  Gillian Bennett ‘If I Knew You were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake - The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’ In Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker, (Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, 1995), pp.122-142.]  [3:  Tony Walker and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, v.60 (1999), 187-197.] 


2 – Literature Review
Bennett’s literature review was solely centred in the historical evolution of British Folkloric traditions.[footnoteRef:4] On the other hand, Walter et al., research question clearly derived from the analysis of quantitative studies about ‘belief’.  [4:  Gillian Bennett ‘If I Knew You were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake - The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’ In Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker, (Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, 1995), pp.134.] 

The authors Walter et al., were intrigued with the quantitative yes/no type of answer commonly applied to the reincarnation ‘belief’ phenomena and decided to validate the research approach using qualitative research methods. In Water et al., there is clear evidence of recommended best practices in survey design such as the best practices recommended by A.N. Oppenheim. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  A.N. Oppenheim, Questionnaire Design, Interviewing and Attitude Measurement (London, Continuum, 2005), pp 7.] 


3 - Methodology Used for the Research 
Bennett’s sample was defined by convenience and there was no evidence in the paper of the methodology utilised for survey design and analysis phases, whilst in Walter et al., the authors interviewed a selected sample from different sources after applying a pilot study.[footnoteRef:6] Other elements that bring into evidence that Walter et al., followed a methodological approach during design phase as suggested by Oppenheim, is that certain sample elements were excluded from the study and/or from the analysis because they did not fit with the criteria established for the research. [footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Tony Walker and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, v.60 (1999), pp.188.]  [7:  A.N. Oppenheim, Questionnaire Design, Interviewing and Attitude Measurement (London, Continuum, 2005), pp 33. ; Tony Walker and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, v.60 (1999), pp.189.] 


4 – Structure of the 2 Papers
The method used for data collection in both papers was unstructured interviewing, which according to Alan Bryman gives the possibility to utilise a loose collection of themes.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research (Routledge, Kindle Edition, 1988), Chapter 3.] 

It was evident that in both written reports there was a coherent structure, with an introduction, a body of work stating the results from the research and a conclusion. It is however noticeable, that in Walter et al., the presentation of research findings was clearer than in Bennett, suggesting that a good literature review is an essential step in research design.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  A.N. Oppenheim, Questionnaire Design, Interviewing and Attitude Measurement (London, Continuum, 2005), pp 7.] 


5 – Ethical Considerations
Bennett’s paper had several ethical problems in the field work with regards to consent, data protection from the sample and anonymity of respondents. For example, the interviewers’ name was identified during the report in many occasions.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Gillian Bennett ‘If I Knew You were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake - The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’ In Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker, (Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, 1995), pp.131.] 

In Walter et al., all interviews were kept anonymous which according to Judith Bell means that under no circumstances the interviewees can be identified. [footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Judith Bell, Doing your Research Project (McGrawHill Education, Kindle Edition, 2014), Part 1- Chapter 3. ] 

Leading questions were taken into consideration in Walter et al., but it was not possible to find evidence in Bennett that leading questions were a risk mitigated during the research study.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Tony Walker and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, v.60 (1999), pp.189.] 


6 – Insider/ Outsider Reflexivity
Bennett’s research was conducted by an insider and in Walter et al., by an outsider, but in both cases, there was what Bryman defined as participant observation, which is when the researcher had the possibility to ‘embrace different ways of gathering data and style of observation.’[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research (Routledge, Kindle Edition, 1988), Chapter 3.] 

There was evidence of reflexivity in Walter et al., when the authors said that ‘on an intuitive level our respondents simply did not seem to us like New Agers’.[footnoteRef:14] 
 [14:  Tony Walker and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, v.60 (1999), pp.191.] 


Conclusion

This essay compared and contrasted two papers that each shared the subject matter of ‘belief’. The paper considered these two papers via the themes of, academic rationale, literature review, methodology used for the research, structure of the two papers, ethical considerations, and insider/outsider reflexivity.
Walter et al., had better literature review and a better methodological approach than Bennett. Bennett also presented serious ethical problems and no evidence of reflexivity in the written report. 
Both papers had a clear structure but Water et al., was clearer when presenting the research findings, suggesting that a deep literature review and a strong methodological approach is highly recommended. 
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