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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources

This essay critically compares and contrasts two academic studies on religious belief: T.L. Brink’s Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls (1978) and Tony Walter & Helen Waterhouse’s A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England (1999). Brink, employing a psychological framework, examines belief inconsistency through structured surveys, testing cognitive dissonance among Catholic schoolgirls. Walter and Waterhouse, adopting a sociological perspective, explore reincarnation beliefs in contemporary England through qualitative interviews, situating belief within a broader trend of religious privatization. By comparing their methodological choices, epistemological assumptions, and engagement with literature, this analysis highlights the strengths and limitations of both approaches, ultimately arguing for an integrated perspective that balances empirical measurement with interpretive depth.
Brink’s study is grounded in cognitive consistency theories, particularly Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance theory, which suggests that individuals strive to align their beliefs and attitudes. His work is primarily aimed at academics in religious psychology and cognitive studies, contributing to debates on belief consistency and adherence to doctrinal teachings. The context of his study—1970s America—was shaped by increasing psychological interest in religious commitment and cognitive dissonance, making his focus on Catholic schoolgirls particularly relevant to contemporary discussions on youth religiosity. However, his study assumes that belief inconsistency should be resolved rather than accepted. 
Walter and Waterhouse’s study belongs to the sociological tradition, engaging with theories of belief privatization (Berger, 1969; Davie, 1994). Their research is contextualized within discussions of modernity and religious pluralism, analyzing how individuals integrate spiritual beliefs outside institutional structures. Their audience includes sociologists of religion, anthropologists, and scholars studying secularization, offering insights into the dynamics of belief in post-Christian societies, where religion is increasingly detached from formal institutions. Unlike Brink, who assumes a need for internal consistency, Walter and Waterhouse challenge this assumption, arguing that contemporary religious belief is often fragmented and individualized. As they note, “Reincarnation may prove prototypical of a kind of new religious belief that requires no church, sect, or cult for its sustenance” (Walter & Waterhouse, 1999, p. 196), highlighting the increasing detachment of belief from institutional frameworks in modern religious life.

The methodological choices made reflect their distinct epistemological assumptions about belief formation and research design. Brink employs a quantitative survey-based approach, using structured questionnaires to assess belief consistency among 227 Catholic schoolgirls in Chicago. Walter and Waterhouse, in contrast, adopt a qualitative method, conducting 30 in-depth interviews with adults and three group interviews with schoolchildren to explore reincarnation beliefs in contemporary England. These methodological differences significantly impact the depth, validity, and scope of their findings, as well as their contribution to broader debates on religious belief and consistency.

Brink’s study is grounded in cognitive consistency theories (Festinger, 1957; Rokeach, 1960), assuming that individuals seek alignment in their belief systems. His structured questionnaire was designed to determine whether Catholic schoolgirls’ belief in astrology and reincarnation was inconsistent with their religious identity. This positivist approach, rooted in psychological research, relies on numerical data, statistical correlations, and hypothesis testing to quantify belief inconsistency as an objective phenomenon. The structured format allows for standardization and replicability, making it possible to apply the same survey in different contexts to test whether belief inconsistencies persist across populations. His relatively large sample size of 227 participants provides statistical significance, offering generalizable insights into patterns of belief inconsistency among young Catholics. Furthermore, by explicitly testing for logical coherence, his study aligns with dominant psychological research paradigms on cognitive dissonance.

However, Brink’s methodological approach is not without its limitations. While surveys enable large-scale data collection, they lack depth in understanding the subjective reasoning behind respondents' beliefs. Participants were asked to select predefined responses rather than explain their thought processes, limiting the study’s ability to capture nuanced interpretations of religious identity and inconsistency. 
Moreover, Brink assumes that belief inconsistencies indicate a cognitive error, rather than considering the sociological perspective that individuals may compartmentalize their beliefs without experiencing psychological discomfort (Davie, 1994). As Brink himself notes, “Believers in astrology or reincarnation are not significantly less likely to express a belief in Roman Catholic religion” (Brink, 1978, p. 84), suggesting that such inconsistencies do not necessarily lead to cognitive dissonance.
Additionally, his sample is restricted to a single Catholic school in Chicago, raising questions about its broader applicability to other Catholic communities, particularly in different cultural or socio-economic contexts. The study also provides only a single snapshot of belief inconsistency, without exploring whether contradictions persist or fluctuate over time, leaving open the possibility that participants may resolve or reinterpret their beliefs as they mature.

In contrast, Walter and Waterhouse adopt a qualitative, phenomenological approach, aiming to understand how individuals experience and interpret belief in reincarnation, rather than measuring the internal consistency of their beliefs. Their use of semi-structured interviews allows participants to elaborate on their views, providing a richer and more detailed exploration of belief formation. Unlike Brink’s method, which assumes an external standard of rationality, Walter and Waterhouse approach belief as fluid and socially situated, recognizing that individuals may hold seemingly contradictory views without perceiving them as problematic. Their study aligns with sociological perspectives on the privatization of religion (Berger, 1969; Davie, 1994), highlighting how contemporary religious belief is increasingly detached from institutional frameworks and shaped by personal meaning-making.

Despite offering valuable interpretive insights, Walter and Waterhouse’s methodology has its own limitations. Their small sample size, consisting of 30 adult participants and three school groups, limits the generalizability of their findings compared to Brink’s larger dataset. Additionally, they use snowball sampling, which, while useful for accessing participants with relevant experiences, can result in selection bias, as participants are more likely to share similar backgrounds and perspectives. Unlike Brink’s study, which presents clear numerical trends, Walter and Waterhouse’s findings rely on researcher interpretation, introducing a degree of subjectivity into the analysis. The lack of structured comparison across participants makes it difficult to assess whether belief in reincarnation follows broader sociological trends or remains an individualized, idiosyncratic phenomenon.

The strengths and weaknesses of these two methodological approaches highlight the trade-offs inherent in quantitative and qualitative research. Brink’s survey-based approach offers measurable data and broad applicability but oversimplifies belief dynamics by treating inconsistencies as deviations from rational thought rather than natural aspects of belief formation. Walter and Waterhouse’s qualitative approach, by contrast, provides rich personal narratives and deeper insight into meaning-making, but its findings remain limited in scope and applicability due to the small sample and subjective interpretive framework. A mixed-methods approach, incorporating quantitative breadth with qualitative depth, would provide a more comprehensive understanding of belief inconsistency, capturing both large-scale trends and the personal experiences that shape individual religious beliefs. By integrating the strengths of both approaches, future research could bridge the gap between statistical correlation and lived experience, ultimately contributing to a more holistic understanding of contemporary belief systems.


The positionality of researchers plays a crucial role in shaping their methodological approaches, analytical frameworks, and the interpretations of their findings. Brink approaches his study from an outsider perspective, applying a psychological framework to analyze belief inconsistency among Catholic schoolgirls without engaging with their personal interpretations. Walter and Waterhouse, whilst still technically outsiders, adopt a more interpretivist stance, positioning themselves as facilitators of subjective meaning-making rather than external evaluators of belief coherence. These distinctions in researcher positionality significantly impact the way the studies conceptualize and assess belief systems.

Brink’s outsider stance is evident in his hypothesis-driven methodology, which presupposes cognitive consistency as an ideal norm. By designing a study that treats belief inconsistency as an anomaly requiring explanation, he assumes an objective, detached perspective that does not engage with the lived religious experiences of his participants. His role as a researcher is primarily that of an observer and data analyst, drawing conclusions based on statistical correlations rather than direct engagement with participants’ subjective experiences. While this detached approach enhances perceived objectivity and replicability, it also risks imposing external assumptions on the data, potentially misrepresenting the complexities of personal belief formation. Moreover, his study does not acknowledge the potential influence of his own perspective on Catholicism and belief systems, which may shape the design and interpretation of his research.

Walter and Waterhouse adopt a more embedded approach, engaging with their subjects through semi-structured interviews that allow for open-ended discussion. Their positionality is closer to that of cultural interpreters, seeking to understand how belief in reincarnation is integrated into contemporary religious life. Rather than imposing an external framework of rationality, they allow participants to define the significance and coherence of their own beliefs. This interpretivist approach aligns with phenomenological methodologies, where the researcher’s role is not to judge the validity of beliefs but to explore how they are personally and socially constructed. However, this engagement with participants introduces potential biases, as researcher presence and interaction can influence responses. Additionally, their lack of explicit reflexivity about their own positions within the research process raises questions about whether their interpretations remain entirely neutral.

Both studies demonstrate the tensions between objectivity and engagement in research design. Brink’s detached, quantitative stance prioritizes measurable consistency but overlooks subjective meaning, while Walter and Waterhouse’s embedded approach offers rich qualitative insights but introduces interpretive biases. A balanced positionality, where researchers acknowledge both objective distance and reflexive engagement, could enhance future studies on belief systems.


Both Brink and Walter & Waterhouse engage with existing academic literature, yet they do so in markedly different ways, reflecting their disciplinary orientations. Brink situates his study within the field of cognitive psychology, drawing primarily from theories of cognitive consistency (Festinger, 1957) and belief congruence (Rokeach, 1960). His engagement with literature is narrowly focused on psychological models, treating belief inconsistency as a deviation from rational coherence rather than a social or cultural phenomenon. Walter and Waterhouse, in contrast, embed their research within sociological debates on religious privatization and secularization (Berger, 1969; Davie, 1994), drawing from a broader interdisciplinary framework that incorporates perspectives from religious studies, sociology, and anthropology. This divergence in their engagement with literature influences how they conceptualize belief formation and inconsistency.

Brink’s reliance on cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) and belief congruence theory (Rokeach, 1960) underscores his assumption that individuals naturally strive for internal logical consistency. These theories emphasize the psychological discomfort that arises when individuals hold conflicting beliefs, predicting that people will modify their beliefs or attitudes to reduce cognitive tension. While these models provide a structured framework for assessing patterns of belief inconsistency, they are also reductive, overlooking social, cultural, and contextual factors that shape religious belief (McGuire, 2008). The application of these psychological theories to a religious context assumes that individuals perceive inconsistencies as problematic, a perspective that sociological literature has increasingly challenged (Davie, 1994; Luckmann, 1967). Furthermore, Brink does not engage with alternative explanations, such as theories of compartmentalization, which suggest that individuals may consciously or unconsciously maintain separate belief systems without experiencing cognitive conflict (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). This omission limits the interpretive depth of his study, as it does not account for how religious individuals may reconcile conflicting beliefs through ritual, identity negotiation, or symbolic reinterpretation (Geertz, 1973).

Walter and Waterhouse’s engagement with literature is more expansive and critically reflective, integrating sociological theories on the decline of institutional religion and the rise of individualized spirituality (Berger, 1969; Heelas & Woodhead, 2005). Their study draws on Davie’s (1994) influential concept of "believing without belonging", which argues that contemporary religious belief is increasingly detached from formal religious structures. This theoretical grounding allows them to interpret reincarnation belief as an expression of personal spirituality, rather than as an irrational inconsistency. Their engagement with secularization theory (Bruce, 2002) further supports their argument that belief in reincarnation persists outside traditional religious institutions, reflecting a shift toward self-directed spiritual exploration rather than adherence to doctrinal authority. However, their literature review lacks engagement with psychological theories of belief formation, which could have provided additional explanatory depth regarding how individuals cognitively construct and sustain fragmented belief systems (McGuire, 2008). By focusing almost exclusively on sociological frameworks, they risk overemphasizing external social influences while neglecting internal cognitive processes that shape belief retention and adaptation.

The argumentation and writing styles of Brink (1978) and Walter & Waterhouse (1999) reflect their differing methodological and epistemological orientations. Brink’s study, rooted in quantitative psychological research, follows a positivist, hypothesis-driven structure, presenting statistical findings as objective indicators of belief inconsistency. His argument is deductive, beginning with a clear hypothesis derived from cognitive consistency theory (Festinger, 1957), which he then tests through numerical correlations. Walter and Waterhouse, in contrast, adopt a more inductive and interpretivist approach, allowing themes to emerge from their qualitative data rather than imposing a predefined theoretical framework. Their argumentation is exploratory and discursive, reflecting the open-ended nature of their interview-based methodology.

Brink’s writing style is concise and formal, adhering to the conventions of psychological research. His argument is structured around hypothesis testing, with clearly delineated sections for methodology, results, and discussion. This structured approach enhances clarity and replicability, making his study accessible to researchers in psychology and religious studies who seek to test similar hypotheses. However, his style is also rigid and detached, presenting belief inconsistency as an empirical deviation rather than engaging with the lived experiences of participants. His statistical correlations, while rigorous, lack interpretative depth, as they reduce religious belief to numerical patterns rather than exploring the complexities of personal spirituality. Furthermore, his reliance on technical psychological terminology may make his work less accessible to interdisciplinary audiences outside cognitive psychology.

In contrast, Walter and Waterhouse adopt a more fluid and interpretive writing style, reflecting the narrative and thematic nature of qualitative research. Their argumentation is descriptive rather than predictive, allowing respondents’ voices to shape their findings rather than testing for pre-existing patterns. This inductive structure makes their study more adaptable to emerging themes, capturing the ambiguity and subjectivity of reincarnation belief in contemporary England. Their use of direct quotations from participants enhances authenticity and engagement, offering insights that Brink’s numerical data cannot provide. However, this less structured approach also introduces potential limitations in coherence and systematic comparison. Unlike Brink, who follows a clearly delineated structure, Walter and Waterhouse’s argument occasionally lacks clear transitions between themes, making it more difficult to extract generalizable conclusions.

The comparative analysis of Brink and Walter & Waterhouse highlights fundamental differences in epistemological assumptions, methodologies, and theoretical engagements in the study of belief. Brink, operating within a quantitative psychological framework, treats belief inconsistency as a measurable deviation from rationality, whereas Walter and Waterhouse, employing qualitative sociological methods, approach belief as fluid, individualized, and socially constructed. These distinct orientations shape the strengths and limitations of their respective studies.

Brink’s survey-based approach allows for broad statistical generalizability, making his findings replicable and comparable across different populations. However, his reliance on cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) assumes that inconsistencies in belief necessarily lead to psychological discomfort, a claim that remains contested in sociological research (Davie, 1994). Moreover, his detached, positivist approach does not account for the personal meaning-making processes that influence belief formation. Walter and Waterhouse, on the other hand, offer rich, in-depth insights into individual belief experiences, challenging the assumption that belief inconsistency must be resolved. Their work aligns with contemporary sociological theories of religious privatization and secularization (Berger, 1969; Heelas & Woodhead, 2005). However, their small sample size and reliance on snowball sampling limit the generalizability of their findings, and their interpretive framework introduces an element of researcher subjectivity.

The contrast in these two approaches underscores a larger disciplinary tension between psychology and sociology in the study of belief. While psychological models seek universal patterns in belief formation, sociological perspectives emphasize contextual variability and cultural specificity. This suggests that future research on belief formation and inconsistency would benefit from integrating both approaches. A mixed-methods design—incorporating the statistical rigor of quantitative research with the depth of qualitative inquiry—would allow for a more comprehensive understanding of how beliefs are formed, sustained, and negotiated. By bridging cognitive and sociological perspectives, researchers could move beyond simplistic models of belief consistency to explore the dynamic, lived realities of contemporary spirituality.

This comparative analysis ultimately demonstrates that no single methodological approach is sufficient on its own. While Brink provides a structured, replicable framework, his study lacks interpretive depth. Walter and Waterhouse, conversely, offer thematic richness but at the expense of broad applicability. The most effective way forward is an approach that integrates psychological insights with sociological perspectives, allowing for an analysis that is both systematic and reflective of the complexities of belief systems in modern society.
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