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Comparison of the methodologies used in two research papers, discussing the position of the researchers in relation to their fields of research

Word Count: 1000


The following essay compares two research papers, addressing three major questions: (1) How valid has been the choice of methodology, given the remit of the project?, (2) How has the researchers position on the insider/outsider continuum shaped their project?, and (3) How effectively have the researchers related their fieldwork data to relevant literature? The two chosen research papers are T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978), 82-85 and Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), 187-197. 
Referring to the first question, the paper of Brink can be analysed two-sided. Brink refers to social psychological theories in order to claim a discriminability of three distinct belief-systems (Roman Catholic, astrology, reincarnation) and his subsequent use of a questionnaire that asks for negation or confirmation of statements related to these three belief systems could be valued as correct.[footnoteRef:1] Also, the use of a Chi-square test fits methodologically to such an assumption.[footnoteRef:2] However, Brink did not reflect the fluidity and blurring of demarcations between and within these beliefs, a circumstance that can also be ascribed to his insufficient in-depth literature review.[footnoteRef:3] Furthermore, he provides no detailed or sophisticated explanation why he investigated Roman Catholic girls in high school (except the girls’ obvious attribute of being Catholic).[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978), p. 82-83.]  [2:  Jürgen Bortz and Nicola Döring, Forschungsmethoden und Evaluation, (Heidelberg: Springer, 2008), p. 153. ]  [3:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82.]  [4:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.] 

In contrast, the paper of Walter and Waterhouse shows an awareness of the fluidity and complexity of beliefs. The authors critically reflect the quantitative questionnaires used in large surveys like the European Values Surveys (EVS) – which revealed contradictions between the prevalence of the belief in reincarnation and religious affiliations – by referring to the complexity of beliefs.[footnoteRef:5] Therefore, the authors set up an interview study with regard to this complexity in order to reveal why the quantitative studies on the belief in reincarnation show these contradictory findings.[footnoteRef:6] For this purpose, the authors i. a. conducted open-ended interviews with thirty adults, avoiding leading questions which could prevent the interviewees to speak in their own terms.[footnoteRef:7] Although the researchers tried to cover a broad range of different people, the method of gaining participants was influenced i.a. by personal contacts and a certain amount of snowballing, a circumstance that could have contributed to a rather homogenous sample.[footnoteRef:8] Concluding the methodological comparison of both papers, they both show logical and inconsistent aspects at the same time, however, the methodology of Water and Waterhouse fits better to their research aims than Brink’s does to his ones due to his lack of in-depth literature review. [5:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), p. 188-189. ]  [6:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188-189. ]  [7:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188-189.]  [8:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.] 

Concerning the second question, the paper of Brink shows clear indications for his outsider perspective. His participants contained juniors and seniors at a Catholic girls’ high school in Chicago while he by himself (a social-psychologist, dealing with religious beliefs) was staff member at the College of Notre Dame.[footnoteRef:9] In his paper he does not provide any evidence of a possible personal relationship to the participants (e.g. through the parents or the teachers in school). This affects his research design insofar as he can solely rely on further literature in order to explain the inconsistencies in his findings which do not support his claim of a mutual exclusion of the belief in Roman Catholicism, astrology and reincarnation.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82-83. ]  [10:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 84-85.] 

	The paper of Water and Waterhouse shows an ambiguous pattern. While, like in Brink’s research, both are outsiders due to their role as social researchers from university conducting an interview study (Walter from the sociological strand and Waterhouse coming from a religious perspective), their method of sampling relied i. a. on personal contacts.[footnoteRef:11] At this point it is unclear for the reader, whether Water and Waterhouse shared a common belief in reincarnation with the adult participants that were gained through personal contact or not. Also, it is unclear if Water and Waterhouse by themselves were adherents of any religious belief or not, so it remains unclear to which extent they can be classified as ‘insiders’ or ‘outsiders’. To sum up, both researches can be classified as being conducted from an outsider perspective, however, the paper of Water and Waterhouse provides more insight into the living world of their participants and their beliefs than the paper of Brink does. [11:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.] 

	With regard to the third question, the paper of Brink shows clear deficits. First, Brink relies on social psychological theories of cognitive consistency which provide evidence of individuals attaining and maintaining consistent sets of attitudes.[footnoteRef:12] However, the data Brink gained through his research were about beliefs in Roman Catholic religion, astrology and reincarnation. Beliefs may follow other principals than social psychological attitudes, however, Brink provides no arguments why ‘attitudes’ and ‘beliefs’ should be treated equally. Secondly, when discussing the results of his study, Brink makes a shift to a broad range of theories, covering and merging different psychological, psychoanalytical and cultural theories.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82.]  [13:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 84-85.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	In contrast, Water and Waterhouse set up a clear structure, summarising different figures of previous quantitative Studies on the belief in reincarnation from 1947 to 1995, working out the desiderata for the necessary qualitative research.[footnoteRef:14] Therefore, the authors follow a mixed-method approach by setting up a qualitative follow-up study that is informed by the contradictions of these previous quantitative studies.[footnoteRef:15] When analysing the results of their interview study, they continuously link their results to the literature they have reviewed, for e.g. by contrasting them with the findings and the methodology used in the EVS study.[footnoteRef:16] Finally, the paper of Water and Waterhouse provides a clear connection between the data, previous findings and relevant theories, while the paper of Brink lacks of a clear structure and an argumentative connection of his data to the relevant theory.  [14:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188-189.]  [15: , Judith Schoonenboom, ‘A Performative Paradigm for Mixed Methods Research’, Journal of Mixed Methods Research, (2017), pp. 6-8, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1558689817722889?journalCode=mmra #articleCitationDownloadContainer ; Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: Sage, 2011), pp. 16-17. ]  [16:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 190-196.] 

	In conclusion, the paper by Water and Waterhouse can be valued as more sophisticated than Brink’s paper, referring to three major arguments: (1) The methodology fits to a theory that is relevant and suitable for the research questions, (2) the findings derived from the data fit comprehensibly to the larger academic framework of beliefs and (3) contradictory findings can be explained by discussing methodological differences. 
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