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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
This essay aims to critically compare two secondary sources, namely T. L. Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, 1978, p. 82-85, and Tony Walter & Helen Waterhouse’s ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60, 1999, p. 187-197. Although the two papers were published over 20 years apart and in different countries (the United States for the former and the United Kingdom for the latter), both examined the relationship between religion and non-Christian beliefs, making them interesting to compare. The papers are analysed mainly in three aspects: the methodology employed by the researchers, their position as insiders/outsiders with respect to their target groups, and the literature reviewed and cited in their papers. In the process of comparison, the authors’ profiles and the personal and social factors that might have influenced their approach are reviewed.
Author, Publication and Audience
T. L. Brink is a professor of Psychology and Religious Studies at Crafton Hills College in California, the United States. Before he joined the current college in 1989, he did research at Stanford and worked for a small university with the responsibility to run two graduate programs. He was 69 years old in 2019, making him 76 years old as of today and 28 years old when he wrote the paper this essay addresses
. The paper was written when he was at the College of Notre Dame in California, a private Catholic college that is now Notre Dame de Namur University
.  His paper, examined in this essay, was published in 1978 in the Review of Religious Research, a journal that aims to report empirical research on religious and spiritual topics for the benefit of practitioners and academics in such fields
.
The second paper was written by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse. At the time of writing, Tony Walter was a Reader (equivalent to Lecturer) in Sociology and Director of the MA in Death & Society at The University of Reading and is now a Professor of Death Studies at the University of Bath
. Helen Waterhouse was a Lecturer in Religious Studies at the Open University.
 She has written several papers on Buddhism. Respective authors had written papers on the topic of reincarnation/after-death, which are referenced in the bibliography of their paper. This paper was published in 1999 in the journal ‘Sociology of Religion’ by Oxford Press, a quarterly publication by the Association for the Sociology of Religion. The journal is aimed at advanced scholarship in this field. The publication includes, among its topics, critical reflections on the research act
.
Methodology
The two papers took different approaches to research methodology, and the authors’ attitudes toward critically evaluating their methods also differ.
Techniques
Brink’s research into the religious attitudes of junior and senior high school students at a Catholic girls’ school was conducted quantitatively, distributing paper-based questionnaires to attendees of the compulsory religion class. Brink formulated a hypothesis he hopes to validate through his study before conducting the research. He used only quantitative research to assess whether there were inconsistent beliefs among the participating students. The paper does not explain why only quantitative research was chosen. The lack of qualitative research seems to have led him to conclude that it produced more questions than answers
. Later in his career, however, he stressed the importance of using both quantitative and qualitative techniques in religious studies to supplement where the other technique fails to address. He expressed concerns about the ‘present separation between the quantitative and qualitative researchers
’, suggesting that mixing the two techniques was not a popular choice among scholars in the 1970s. Brink, writing in 1995, pointed out the issue of only relying on one method: ‘Used separately, both methods are extremely limited, with one running the risk of presenting an inaccurate picture and the other being vulnerable to missing the most important aspects of the picture
.’ In this 1995 paper, however, he did not refer to his 1978 research, and no additional information was available.
On the other hand, Walter and Waterhouse conducted qualitative research for the paper. Although they did not conduct quantitative research of their own, they drew upon the results of existing quantitative research from the 1940s to the latest survey at the time of writing (1990), sharing key findings from such data to give an overall view of belief in reincarnation in the West as the starting point of their research. The interviews were done by one of the authors, namely Waterstone. She conducted 30 taped (assumed one-on-one) interviews with adults, and 3 group interviews with teenagers, each group with 7 children of the same age (11, 14-15, and 17-18 years old, respectively). The authors clearly states in their paper that given their objective to obtain a wide range of meanings people attach to the idea of reincarnation, rather than collecting representative samples, and therefore they chose to be careful to make the interviews ‘very open-ended’ and they took care to ensure the interviewees feel comfortable speaking in their own words and the interviewers avoided asking leading questions
. They also highlighted the benefits of using interviews to supplement survey findings. The survey questions are static and do not give respondents the freedom to express their thoughts in the way they feel comfortable. One such example that Walter and Waterhouse gave was that while the surveys often ask a question such as ‘Do you believe in reincarnation?’, participants are given a choice of Yes/No/Don’t know. Through the interviews, however, the participants have more flexibility in expressing their attitudes towards reincarnation, such as ‘I think…’ rather than ‘I believe…’
.
Selection of sample groups
In the paper, Brink explains little about how he selected the appropriate sample groups for his research. H does not explain why he chose a Catholic girls’ school, and how he gained access to such class. As for the data collection, it is not clear whether he collected and analysed demographic data, such as age and family background. He only mentions that many of the participants were from working-class Italian and Polish families and had been in Catholic schools for years, without explaining the source or reliability of this information. Brink does not describe how the students taking part in the questionnaire were briefed (if any) about the research, nor the extent of his contact with the participants. The details of the questionnaire are limited to what a table of results shows and to the choices available to respondents.
In Walter and Waterhouse’s research, the interviewees were recruited from various channels, both personal and public, including a call for volunteers on local radio and introductions from one interviewee to another. Although the interview was conducted by Waterhouse, the paper clarifies that the data were analysed by both authors, which not only benefits the analysis by their respective areas of expertise (Waterstone from religious studies and Walter from sociology) but also ensures that the interpretation is not affected by one researcher’s view.
Presumptions

Brink seems to have had some presumptions in his research, which could have affected the quality of the responses. For example, the paper does not explain how he defined astrology and how the students understood it. His research data shows that 70 out of 227 respondents chose ‘I believe in astrology’, but the paper fails to specify exactly what is meant by the response, as the researcher only collected numerical data and no additional information is available about the choice. Bell points out that questions based on presumptions are ‘often a source of error in surveys’ and that ‘When they are included, it is often because the researcher holds strong views about a subject and overlooks the fact that everyone may not feel the same way.’
 Brink’s case could have been one of such cases.

Self-evaluation of the research process
Walter and Waterstone state in their paper that the results were reviewed by both of them, suggesting that the interpretation is more likely to be fair, with less risk of being affected by one researcher’s personal view. Their paper also tries to clarify the details which the readers of the article might come up with, such as the representation of samples, which makes sense given the readers of this paper likely to be familiar with discussions around research methodology and are likely to critically review both the methodology and the results. 
On this point, Brink contrasts such attitudes, as he does not explain possible methodological challenges, as well as the ethical and practical considerations, he might have made in conducting his research. 
As for the questions asked, both papers share only the results, and the exact extent of what was asked is not known in either paper.
Insider or Outsider

As for the discussion of whether the research was conducted from an insider or outsider’s point of view, none of the authors mentions their own beliefs on the topics of their papers. Having said that, Brink was a student of a private Catholic college at the time of the writing, and one can assume that he had sufficient knowledge of Catholics and could have had a presumption on how Catholic students think and behave based on his own experience of studying in a Catholic school. Also, the paper does not explain how he got access to the students in this particular Catholic school. Was it selected randomly? Did he have a personal connection with the school/teachers/students? Such an explanation would have been helpful in understanding the nature of the relationship between the researcher and the students, and in judging whether his conducting this research with this audience could have influenced the results.

Walter and Waterhouse are likely to have had sufficient knowledge of reincarnation and the afterlife, given the papers they had written before this paper and the activities and papers they wrote after it. Waterhouse’s research topic included Buddhism which believes in reincarnation. Since it is not mentioned that Waterhouse herself believes in reincarnation, it is hard to conclude that they conducted this research as insiders. As for the relationship between the authors and the participants, the same issue as Brink’s can be pointed out as the paper does not clarify how these interviewees were recruited.
Use of literature
Both Brink and Walter & Waterstone refer to a sufficient number of literature: 17 and 31, respectively, including a few of their own. The way they cite other authors' ideas, however, differs. Brink draws on social scientists' work to explain the background of his hypothesis, namely the theory that individuals strive to attain and maintain a consistent set of beliefs.
 Then, in the last section of the paper, ‘Discussion and Conclusion’, Brink refers to other scholars, seeking a possible explanation for the findings of his own research. This undermines his credibility as a researcher and the value of his research, as he makes a conclusion without conducting additional research to explain the results. The abstract at the beginning of the paper gives a conclusion derived solely from the ideas of other scholars. Brink’s style of reference is also very short and limited to a few words. It is hard to judge whether this is due to the limited word count of this paper. 
By contrast, Walter and Waterhouse use references and cite specific ideas and arguments more than Brink does. They introduce specific arguments made by other scholars, which matches the intention behind their study. The authors state that one of the intentions of the research is ‘framing them [research findings] within the debate about the privatisation of contemporary religion’, thus clarifying that their research is a part of ongoing discussion in the field of religious studies. This aligns with the journal's audience, as one of its aims is to promote critical reflection on the research act; therefore, a detailed explanation/justification of the methodology and interpretation are naturally expected.
Structure and writing style
Walter and Waterhouse’s paper consists of roughly 10 pages, excluding bibliography. They use clear headings and subheadings to systematically report their research methods, findings, data and views that were already available. For example, they use a heading for ‘Survey Data’ and use a subheading ‘Interview Data’ to separate the key findings from existing research and their own qualitative research data. They also present their findings in several layers: religious associations, the nature of belief, sources of belief, and the content of belief, which align with the purpose of their research, i.e. to ‘elicit the meaning of reincarnation for those who believe in it’
. Their writing style has a strong academic flavour, citing specific numbers to explain the findings.
 Brink’s paper is relatively short, 3.5 pages excluding bibliography. He also uses headings to separate his paper into 3 parts: Hypothesis, Procedures and Results, and Discussion and Conclusions. His writing is clear, but there is doubt if the contents are of value: his research design is unclear, information regarding methodology is limited, and the conclusion is made from the other scholar’s research and theories. He states that ‘Further research on this topic should try to ascertain some of the factors in adolescent backgrounds (societal, familial, educational) which correlate with belief in astrology, reincarnation, or belief inconsistency’
, pointing out the need for follow-up research to fully understand the results of his research.
Conclusion
This essay critically compared two secondary sources, namely T. L. Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, 1978, p. 82-85, and Tony Walter & Helen Waterhouse’s ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60, 1999, p. 187-197. The comparison highlighted several differences between the two papers, including the methodologies employed in the respective research, the level of detail in describing the research methods and potential challenges, and the use of references to other academic literature. It is worth noting that, roughly 20 years after he published the paper compared in this essay, Brink implied in his writing that the mixed use of quantitative and qualitative research might have been rare at that time. Walter and Waterhouse seem to have benefited from the quantitative data by other sources already available to them to base their qualitative research on, as well as having two sets of eyes with different academic backgrounds in religious studies and sociology, to enrich the quality of their analysis.
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