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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources
Word Count: 2,570 words
Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts two research papers, T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls:  Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20.1 (1978), pp. 82-85, and Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief:  Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), pp. 187-197.  Beginning with a critique of the research methodology and structure of each paper, this essay will consider how ethical and integrity aspects were handled by the authors and then how they used existing literature and theory to inform and situate their research and findings as well as to support their arguments.  The paragraph below provides additional context for each paper.
Both papers are relatively old, were written by academics for an academic audience and were published in peer reviewed journals.  The first paper aimed to test the hypothesis that beliefs in Catholicism, reincarnation and astrology are logically incompatible since some of the principles of each doctrine are contradictory.  The second paper aimed to explore the meaning of reincarnation for believers.  In line with the model presented by Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Alan Bailey, the researchers chose to approach their project from different paradigms resulting in different research methodologies which is explored next.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn. (London:  Sage Publications, 2020), pp. 14-15.] 

Use of Methodology and Structure
Judith Bell and Stephen Waters defined the two main approaches to research as the quantitative method concerned with collecting facts, analysing how they relate to each other to ideally draw generalisations applicable to large populations, and the qualitative approach aimed at understanding people’s individual experiences to ideally discern patterns and interpret them.[footnoteRef:2]  Selecting the right method for the project is critical to its success with the quantitative method more suited to measuring the extent of an occurrence and the qualitative method with its interpretation. [2:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project:  A Guide for First-Time Researchers, 7th edn. (London:  Open University Press, 2018), pp. 24-26.] 

T.L Brink, the author of the first paper, chose the quantitative approach to test the hypothesis that people could not hold incompatible beliefs.  He used a survey to count the number of schoolgirls that agreed with closed statements meant to indicate beliefs in Catholicism, astrology or reincarnation.  He hypothesised that beliefs in the three doctrines could not co-exist given they held conflicting principles.[footnoteRef:3]  There were two key challenges with the approach.  Firstly, Brink did not adequately define the conflicting principles or test them with the questionnaire.  Whilst he explained how freewill, determinism and rebirth were treated by each doctrine in his paper, he did not provide definitions from literature for the concepts.  It is also unlikely that he presented the schoolgirls with definitions.  In addition, none of the principles were specifically addressed in the survey questions.  Therefore, it is not clear whether the schoolgirls understood there were conflicting principles within the doctrine when they responded to the questions.  The second challenge occurred when Brink attempted to explain why his hypothesis was not confirmed.   [3:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls:  Concerning Religion, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20.1 (1978), 82-85 (p. 82).] 

It is likely that when selecting his approach, Brink had not expected to have to examine the context behind the schoolgirls’ answers but when his hypothesis proved false, he set out to do so without the right type of data.[footnoteRef:4]  At this point, it would have been advisable to follow Hennink, Hutter and Bailey’s model and to add in a qualitative method in order to contextualise the schoolgirls’ beliefs.[footnoteRef:5]  Instead Brink attempted to explain his results by making assumptions based on several theories he did not test as part of his research.[footnoteRef:6]  In summary, the chosen approach allowed to successfully compare overarching beliefs in each doctrine and test the hypothesis, but it did not provide the detail needed to understand the rationale behind the findings which led to Brink’s arguments being based on assumptions rather than facts. [footnoteRef:7]   [4:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84.]  [5:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.16.]  [6:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, pp. 84-85.]  [7:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84.] 

The researchers of the second paper, Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, chose an approach which overcame some of the limitations of paper one.  They selected qualitative methods to deepen the results of quantitative studies conducted previously with the aim of exploring what reincarnation meant for believers.[footnoteRef:8]  They did not set out to test a particular theory, however they mentioned their conclusion regarding reincarnation being a private belief in the introduction which suggests a possible angle rather than the openness proposed in their stated aim.[footnoteRef:9]  In line with the qualitative criteria described by Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, they kept their sample small, limiting their participants to believers, and used in depth interviews to gather their data.[footnoteRef:10]  One area of confusion is that whilst they explained why they excluded particular participants, there is no mention of why the data from the interviews with school children were ignored.[footnoteRef:11]   [8:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief:  Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60.1 (1999), 187-197 (p. 188).]  [9:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 187.]  [10:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 17-18.]  [11:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p.189.] 

The chosen method also allowed Walter and Waterhouse to create links between their findings and data from the interviews.  There are several references to interview content including quotes from the participants illustrating that the findings represented the participants’ perspective mentioned by Hennink, Hutter and Bailey.[footnoteRef:12]  Walter and Waterhouse also reflected on the value of using unstructured interviews stating that the reductive approach of questionnaires to understand a belief in reincarnation ‘bears little relationship to the way in which people think and talk about the concept’.[footnoteRef:13]  Overall, the approach chosen by the researchers of the second paper provided a richness of data which was absent from the first paper and an opportunity to explore not only the rationale for a belief in reincarnation but also its provenance and effect on the participants’ everyday life.  A key weakness however is the conclusion that reincarnation is ‘the ultimate detached, private belief’, which the researchers did not adequately link to findings or theories. [footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 190-195 and Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 16.]  [13:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p.192.]  [14:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 196.] 

Notwithstanding the issues mentioned, both papers were clear and well written.  The two papers were split into sections following the standard format of research papers and making them easy to follow.  Brink started with a brief introduction to the main theory he wanted to test and his hypothesis. He then covered his methodology at a very high-level giving details of his questionnaires and the results.  He then proceeded to the main discussion and conclusion.  Walter and Waterhouse also started with a brief introduction stating their aims which they followed with a section explaining why they were keen to use interviews to explore existing survey data.  They then covered their methodology at a high level and then proceeded to detail their findings which they split in different sections.
Ethics and Integrity
It is important to ensure that research projects are ethically conducted, that participants and their data are protected and that the findings represent the perspectives of the participants rather than that of the researchers.  In support, Roni Berger, Marilys Guillemin and Lynn Gillam all suggest that the process of knowledge creation has to be constantly scrutinised by the researchers to ensure integrity.[footnoteRef:15]  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey agree that this process of reflexion involves considerations such as ensuring no harm comes to the participants but also whether the researchers are insiders or outsiders in relation to their topic and the participants.[footnoteRef:16]  Both papers included very little information on ethics so it has to be assumed that these were considered, there was also no information on where the researchers stood in relation to their topic appearing to be outsiders.  Another key weakness was around integrity and possible bias. [15:  Roni Berger, ‘Now I see it, now I don’t:  Researcher’s position and reflexivity in qualitative research’, Qualitative Research, 15.2 (2015), 219-234 (p.220) and Marilys Guillemin and Lynn Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in Research’, Qualitative Inquiry, 10.2 (2004), 261-280 (p. 274).]  [16:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 19-21.] 

Although the first paper used a closed statement survey and likely collected yes/no answers, it is still important that the findings represent the views of the participants.  There are some challenges in this respect with the author’s choice of research setting and social context which Hennink, Hutter and Bailey say can influence data collection.[footnoteRef:17]  Brink chose to distribute his questionnaire in the religion class which may have caused his research participants to feel pressurised to answer a certain way.  For example, it is possible they would not have felt comfortable negating religious beliefs in that setting.  In terms of social context, it is possible that the girls were sent to Catholic school as a family tradition rather than because of their own belief system. The girls may therefore have answered to meet expectations or even, in the context of reincarnation, in a rebellious manner.  There is no information on whether any of this was considered by the author of paper one.  There is also no evidence of Brink having evaluated the impact of his own beliefs and position on his research.  He appeared to base several concepts related to the doctrines he is analysing on his own understanding so it may be that he is an insider, but this is not clear, for example he does not provide any reference to literature when discussing the fate versus freewill element of astrology.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 20.]  [18:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.] 

Possibly because of their choice of methodology, the authors of paper two appeared aware of the need to represent the views of the participants when they wrote that ‘care was taken to let interviewees speak on their own terms and that they were careful not to ask leading questions’.[footnoteRef:19] There is however no further information provided so it is not possible to see if they faced any issues or where they position themselves.  In terms of social setting, the paper stated that the interviews were conducted by Helen Waterhouse in people’s homes but there was again no reflexion on whether this had any impact.[footnoteRef:20]  There was also mention of group interviews with school children with no indication of whether there were chaperoned, of the location of the interviews or of what happened to the data collected which was not included in the findings.[footnoteRef:21]  This is a potential issue because it does not show consideration for the children who gave their time to take part. On the positive side, Walter and Waterhouse’s choice of research methods allowed them to provide quotes from interview content so an effort was made to evidence the voice of the participants even if this was not perfect.[footnoteRef:22]  In terms of possible bias, there is an issue with how concepts such as Eastern religion and the New Age were defined by the researchers of paper two, who provided their own perspectives rather than definitions supported by literature.[footnoteRef:23] For example, their criteria for identifying a New Ager is based on items found in their home.[footnoteRef:24] At no point in their paper, did Walter and Waterhouse specifically mentioned reflecting on their own perceptions and the impact on their project. [19:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [20:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [21:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p.189.]  [22:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 193-194.]  [23:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 190-191.]  [24:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 191.] 

Literature Review and Theory
Reviewing existing literature helps researchers understand what other researchers have found regarding similar research questions, compare their findings to existing findings to support their explanations as well as either expand existing theories or formulate new ones.  John W. Creswell agrees when he advises explaining up front how theory will be used so that the reader can see if there is a main theory being tested or whether the paper is building up to a new theory.[footnoteRef:25]  Creswell also supports developing a theoretical framework from the literature review in order to provide an ‘overarching explanation for how and why’ there is a relationship between variables in research.[footnoteRef:26]    This section will consider how the researchers of papers one and two have positioned their papers in the context of wider research and how effective they have been at relating their findings to existing theories. [25:  John W. Creswell, ‘The Use of Theory’ in Research Design, 4th edn.  (Thousand Oaks, California:  Sage Publications, 2014) pp. 119-141 (p. 134).]  [26:  Creswell, ‘The Use of Theory’, p. 120.] 

Neither paper explicitly covered how the researchers planned to use theory.  At the beginning of his paper, Brink stated a series of theories related to attitude consistency but did not explain how any linked with his hypothesis.  In addition, the theories mentioned were relatively old ranging from 1946 to 1965 where his paper was written in 1978, so it is not clear how representative they were of the academic world of the time.[footnoteRef:27] In terms of relating findings to theories, because of the methodological issues mentioned previously, Brink was only able to derive from his findings that his hypothesis was false, he was not able to explain why.  This created a challenge which he addressed by introducing new theories in his conclusion as potential explanation.[footnoteRef:28]  However, none of these were investigated as part of the research so he was not able to situate his findings in relation to them and ended up speculating which weakened his conclusions. [27:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.]  [28:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, pp. 84-85.] 

Walter and Waterhouse stated up front their conclusion that reincarnation was a private belief, but did not state any theories at this stage, appearing to position their research in relation to survey data collected by other researchers rather than theories.[footnoteRef:29]  They mentioned that ‘analyses of the data in relation to particular theoretical issues may be found in a series of articles’ but they did not explain their framework.  However, they did say that they would relate their findings to ‘the privatization of contemporary religion’.[footnoteRef:30]  They then mentioned several studies covering privatisation of beliefs without discussing any findings about reincarnation from these studies, so it is not clear how they could conclude that reincarnation was ‘a private belief par excellence’.[footnoteRef:31]  This felt like a tenuous link as there was no relationship made from the studies to their topic.  In summary, although theories were mentioned which provided some academic context, neither paper appeared to use them effectively to support and guide their project. [29:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 187-188.]  [30:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 189.]  [31:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 189-190.] 

Conclusion
The authors of both papers used their chosen methodologies with varying degrees of success.  Whilst Brink was able to successfully test his hypothesis using the quantitative approach, the reductive nature of this approach prevented him from exploring the reason why his hypothesis proved to be false and to make credible arguments.  At this stage, rather than continuing with the paper, it would have made sense to review his approach.  Walter and Waterhouse overcame some of the limitations faced by Brink through their use of the qualitative method however, their aim was unclear.  On the one hand they stated a wish to explore beliefs but on the other hand, they appeared to be testing a theory that reincarnation was a private belief impacting the strength of their argument.  
Neither paper specifically mentioned ethics, or any procedures put in place by the researchers to protect the participants and the integrity of the research.  Both projects were found to include issues which may have compromised the validity of the data but given the lack of coverage of ethics, it is hard to tell.  In the case of paper one, the choice of participants and research setting may have influenced responses as well as the lack of agreed definitions and testing of the principles meant to illustrate inconsistencies in beliefs.  The authors of paper two showed more awareness of the need to represent the views of the participants, however not enough information was provided to be able to assess if they were successful.  They also appeared to base the definition of key concepts used to exclude data and in their analysis on their own views rather than on accepted definitions.  In the same manner to ethics, neither paper explicitly covered how the researchers planned to use theory. Whilst both papers did mention several theories, coverage was disorganised and lacked depth, in addition there was no evidence of there being a framework to guide and support the projects and their findings.
It is good to remember that the first paper was written over 40 years ago and the second paper over 20 years ago.  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey mention that they wrote their book because of an increase in the use of qualitative research and a need for improvement.[footnoteRef:32]  This suggests that approaches to research have developed since Brink, Walter and Waterhouse wrote their papers and that notwithstanding the issues mentioned throughout this essay, both papers undoubtedly created a wish for deeper exploration and further research.  
 [32:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. xxv.] 
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