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A critical comparison of the methodology, literature review and 
position of the scholars in two researcher papers 
Word count: 1042
This essay critically compares and contrasts two research papers that deal with the reincarnation belief. The two papers are ‘Inconsistency of belief among roman catholic girls: concerning religion, astrology, reincarnation’ published on 1978 by T. L. Brink, and ‘A very private belief: Reincarnation in contemporary England’ published on 1999 by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse (hereafter W&W).
 The analysis will be focused on the methodologies used, the insider/outsider position that the authors show on  relation to their target groups and the efficiency of the literature review employed in each research to relate the field information within a broader academic framework.
A main difference found in the two papers is the methodology used. On one hand, Brink used the questionnaire, which according to Alan Bryman is a quantitative research method.
 His target group were girls from a Catholic American high school who were surveyed during religion class.
 As stated by Bryman, ‘social surveys are also likely to be preferred when, …, there is a concern to establish cause-and-effect relationships’, the paper’s evidence suggests that this is the case for the Brink’s work.
 He wanted to prove that if you believed in X (Catholicism, reincarnation or astrology) then you would not believe in Y and Z, hypothesis that could not be verified.
 This could be because, as posited by Judith Bell, surveys fail to prove causal relationships.
 Moreover, the binary question design, the wording of the questions and the place and time on which the girls had to answer the survey, may have routed to reactivity, supporting Bryman’s theory on which surveys can lead to answers different than ‘normal behaviour or views’.

On the contrary, the method used by W&W was the interview, that according to Bryman is used in qualitative research.
 The target group were volunteers in England who took seriously the idea of reincarnation and the method was the unstructured interview. 
 The purpose of the W&W paper was to answer why and how type of questions, so they deliberately used the interview instead of the survey because they state that the latter usually uses ‘yes-don’t know-no answers’ and this ‘bears little relationship to the way in which people think and talk about’ reincarnation.
 According to Bell, surveys do not function well with why type of questions.
 Moreover, she affirms that because the interview is adaptable, the examiner can go deep in thoughts and feelings that the survey cannot. In summary, the use of a questionnaire for the Brink’s project was not enough to answer the hypothesis and was not correctly designed which gives doubt to the validity of the results. Whereas the employment of interviews and the place and open position chosen to do them functioned well for the W&W research. 

Another difference found was the position taken by the researchers in relation to their target groups. In the Brink’s paper it is evidenced that the author plays both on the insider and the outsider positions. On one part he acts as an insider to religion by his strict non-referenced affirmations about Catholicism such as ‘The body of Catholic doctrine presumes…’ and the fact that half of the questions were related to religion.
 On the other part he is an outsider to astrology and reincarnation by saying that is ‘logically incompatible’ to have simultaneous beliefs in the three areas of study of his project. Brink is also an outsider of the adolescent and girls’ world. On the contrary, W&W were playing mostly in the insider position, mostly on sociology and religion areas. Both authors and target groups were from the UK, but the selection of people was random and included personal contacts.
 As stated by Clive Ruggles, the ‘emic’ perspective is the participative and insider one, which can make it easier for the researcher ‘to ask things that make sense’ in the framework of the investigated people; while the ‘etic’ perspective is the outsider position.
 This notes that W&W had an ‘emic’ position, used their knowledge in favour and that is why trust was given to them by the interviewees and gave more validity to their results. On the counterpart is the ‘etic’ perspective of Brink which showed bias in his approach and therefore the responses gathered from the girls are immersed in doubt which contributes to the lack of validity of the research.
A final analysis is how the authors used the literature review to frame their projects in a larger academic context. On one side, was the extensive use of mainly American psychologists and sociologists on the Brink’s paper.
 In the introductory part he framed the context under ‘social psychological theories’. But when he makes the discussion he does not refer back to them and on the contrary he involves other religion, social and adolescent theories, but usually didn’t link them to his specific field results. He uses only one study in astrology and none in reincarnation, making his sources kind of biased which contributes to a lack of force in his arguments. By contrast, is how W&W presented and used the academic framework. They first presented several studies on survey data with even contradictory results.
 Then as they were presenting their findings they used religious, spiritual, reincarnation, regression, social, new age and British specific background sources which clearly gave a whole context and strength to their hypothesis.
In summary, this essay compared two papers that socially researched the reincarnation belief. The choice and design of the method in Brink’s paper, a Yes/No answer questionnaire, was found to not have been the correct one for the belief study. While W&W carefully selected, planned and executed their methodology, the unstructured interview, which demonstrated to have suited their project’s aim. Moreover, the outsider and biased position of Brink towards the adolescent target group and the low usage of astrology and reincarnation literature review did not help him to build and give solidity to his arguments. On the contrary, W&W made well use of their insider position and framed their project in a multi-disciplinary context which, along with a good methodology, gave validity and strength to their results. This is a representation of how important is to select and design the methodology, to be aware of the position towards the field of research and to locate the findings in a wider scholar framework.
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