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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
1. Introduction
This essay compares and contrasts T.L. Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’[footnoteRef:1] with Gillian Bennett’s ‘”If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group.’[footnoteRef:2] It begins by introducing the authors and the papers before critiquing their approach to the research, including their methodologies, ethical considerations, reflexivity, structure and literature reviews.  [1:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978), pp.82-85.]  [2:  Gillian Bennett, ‘”If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group.’ In Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker, pp.122-142. (Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, 1995).] 

2. About the authors
T.L. Brink’s online author biography describes him as a social scientist whose research interests include the psychology of later life, religious beliefs, and research methods.[footnoteRef:3] Having begun his research career in the mid-1970s, Brink has held positions at a number of American universities; most recently he was professor of psychology at Crafton Hills College, California. He has authored or edited 20 books and a large number of journal articles.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Narratives Psychology, ‘About us: TL Brink’, https://narrativespsychology.com/about-us (no date) [Accessed 01/03/2026]]  [4:  Narratives Psychology, ‘About us: TL Brink’.] 

Gillian Bennett (1939-2023) was a British folklorist who was highly influential in contemporary folklore and legend.[footnoteRef:5] She helped found the International Society for Contemporary Legend Research (ISCLR) and was Editor of the journal Folklore from 1994 to 2002. She was recipient of the ISCLR Linda Degh Lifetime Achievement Award and the Folklore Society’s Coote Lake Medal.[footnoteRef:6] Bennett’s major publications include Traditions of Belief: Women and the Supernatural[footnoteRef:7] and Alas, Poor Ghost! Traditions of Belief in Story and Discourse.[footnoteRef:8] [5:  Marion Bowman, ‘In Memoriam: Gillian Clayton Bennett (nee Lawley), 1939–2023,’ Folklore 135 (December 2024): pp.657-660]  [6:  Bowman, ‘In Memoriam’.]  [7:  Gillian Bennett, Traditions of Belief: Women and the Supernatural (London: Penguin, 1987).]  [8:  Gillian Bennett, Alas, Poor Ghost! Traditions of Belief in Story and Discourse (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1999),] 

3. Articles: Context and Summary
Brink’s paper was published in 1978 in Review of Religious Research, the journal of the Religious Research Association, readers of which included academics, clergy and theologians.[footnoteRef:9] The article describes Brink’s research with a group of Catholic school girls, exploring how their beliefs in astrology and reincarnation related to their belief in Catholic doctrine. From the results of his quantitative questionnaire he concluded that the students could simultaneously hold beliefs that he saw as logically incompatible. Drawing on literature from sociology, psychology and religious studies, he explored potential reasons that adolescents might hold these beliefs.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Review of Religious Research, ‘Back Matter’, Review of Religious Research, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Autumn, 1978), p. 124.]  [10:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p.82..] 

Bennett’s paper is included in the book, Out Of The Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker and published by Utah University Press in 1995.[footnoteRef:11] This academic volume contains chapters exploring supernatural beliefs across different cultures.[footnoteRef:12] Bennett’s contribution focused on contemporary folklore of foreknowledge in a group of older women in the north of England. Drawing on a series of interviews, Bennett looked at how premonitions and divination were understood by this group, finding a distinction between how the women viewed different ways of knowing about the future. She also discussed the potential impact of traditional views of ‘women’s roles’ on the way the women conceived of and discussed these types of experiences. [11:  Barbara Walker (Ed) Out Of The Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural (Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, 1995), p212.]  [12:  Barbara Walker, ‘Introduction’, in Barbara Walker (Ed) Out Of The Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural (Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, 1995), pp1-7, p.1.] 

4. Methodologies and methods
Research design – overall methodological approach
Brink’s paper provides limited information about his research design, however from his results it can be seen that he used a quantitative approach, utilising a closed-question questionnaire to test his hypothesis that ‘a study of beliefs of adolescent girls will show an acceptance of only one of … Roman Catholic, astrology, reincarnation… accompanied by a rejection of the others’[footnoteRef:13]. Bennett, on the other hand, used a largely qualitative design, with narrative analysis of in-depth interviews, an approach that examines the stories people tell to help build understanding of their experiences.[footnoteRef:14] These two contrasting approaches have different strengths and weaknesses. Quantitative research usually works with larger samples, is aimed at counting/measuring, is usually designed to test a hypothesis, and findings may be generalisable to a wider population group.[footnoteRef:15] However, Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey suggest that qualitative methods may be more useful for exploring areas that have not been researched in detail, for gaining insights into complex issues, and for investigating beliefs and behaviours.[footnoteRef:16]  [13:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p.82.]  [14:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods. Second Edn. (London: Sage Publications, 2020), p.209.]  [15:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.16-17.]  [16:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.11.] 

Given the different strengths of the two methodologies, researchers increasingly combine them within a mixed methods approach,[footnoteRef:17] to allow triangulation of results or create a more complete picture.[footnoteRef:18] For Brink, the addition of qualitative data, for example a small number of in-depth interviews, may have offered more depth. For Bennett, a questionnaire with a larger representative sample may have provided more breadth. It is worth noting that Bennett’s paper does include some quantitative data, which is used to provide context about participants and is to some extent used as a complementary data source.  [17:  Tom Clark, Tom, Foster, L., Sloan, L. and Bryman, A., Bryman’s Social Research Methods, Sixth Edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), p.558.]  [18:  Clark et al, Bryman’s Social Research Methods, p.558.] 

Sampling and data collection
Neither author provides a detailed description of their sampling strategy. Whilst Bennett describes how she accessed interviewees (her father’s podiatry patients), she does not state whether she interviewed everyone or a sample group. Brink’s paper states that the 227 ‘subjects’ of his research were juniors and seniors at a Catholic girls’ school from similar backgrounds, and that everyone who was present received a survey. He does not discuss why he took this approach, how participants were accessed, or the limitations of his use of non-probability sampling in terms of lack of generalisability.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Clark et al, Bryman’s Social Research Methods, p.173.] 

The authors also provide very little information about their data collection tools. For example, Brink does not mention how he decided on his questions, whether he conducted a pilot study, or who administered the questionnaires. In Bennett’s case, Hennink, Hutter and Bailey suggest that researchers using in-depth interviews should include details of who conducted the interviews, interview length, approach to questioning, whether they were recorded, as well as providing a rationale for these decisions.[footnoteRef:20] Bennett tells us that she interviewed 120 people, but provides no information about whether interviews were structured, unstructured or semi-structured, whether she conducted pilot interviews, or how long interviews lasted. This makes it challenging to reflect on the suitability of her methods. We can, however, infer from her results that these were in-depth interviews with open questions. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey suggest that this is an appropriate method where researchers are aiming to gather details of individual experiences,[footnoteRef:21] making it suitable for Bennett’s research aims. [20:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.297-302.]  [21:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.117.] 

5. Ethical considerations and reflexivity
Avoidance of harm and beneficence
Avoidance of harm is a key ethical principle, including physical, psychological, economic and social harm,[footnoteRef:22] and researchers should aim to go beyond this and provide benefits for participants.[footnoteRef:23] Neither Brink nor Bennett reflect on these concerns, and both papers have potential issues in this regard. For example, Brink could have risked teachers seeing responses, with the potential for social or psychological harm. He may have mitigated this by ensuring anonymity, but this is not discussed. There is also no indication that there was any benefit to his respondents. Bennett’s research also appears to have the potential to risk social or psychological harm. Some of this relates to anonymity and confidentiality (discussed below), however the subject matter may also have been distressing. The reader has no way of knowing if these risks were addressed. The paper makes no reference to beneficence, although Hennink, Hutter and Bailey highlight that participants may benefit from the opportunity to discuss their experiences and views.[footnoteRef:24] [22:  Clark et al, Bryman’s Social Research Methods, p.113-4.]  [23:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.72.]  [24:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.82.] 

Informed consent and self-determination
Hennink, Hutter and Bailey state that participants should be provided with ‘sufficient information about the research… and make a voluntary decision to participate.’[footnoteRef:25] Brink does not state whether students were told the research purpose or whether participation was voluntary. Whilst Crane and Broome suggest that in the past researchers were more likely to focus on parental rather than children’s consent,[footnoteRef:26] Brink does not mention consent from either party. In contrast, Bennett makes it clear that she sought consent, saying: ‘With their permission… told them what I was researching and how I was planning to use the material….’[footnoteRef:27] However, Judith Bell, Stephen Waters and Helen Johnson argue that participants should have the opportunity to read information in advance.[footnoteRef:28] Furthermore, Bennett’s use of her father to access participants may have caused them to feel pressured to take part, and there is also a question of whether participants consented to her father sharing their data. Without Bennett reflecting on these issues, the reader does not know whether she took steps to mitigate these risks. [25:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.71.]  [26:  Crane, S. and Broome, M.E.. ‘Understanding Ethical Issues of Research Participation From the Perspective of Participating Children and Adolescents: A Systematic Review.’ Worldviews Evid Based Nurs. Jun 2017;14(3), pp.200-209.]  [27:  Bennett, ”If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”, p.127.]  [28:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters with Helen Johnson, Doing your research project : a guide for first-time researchers. Eighth edition. (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2024),, p.239.] 

Anonymity and confidentiality
Hennink, Hutter and Bailey stress that researchers must ensure that participants’ identities are protected, data held securely and information not disclosed without permission.[footnoteRef:29] In Brink’s case, the key issues are whether questionnaires were anonymous, how identifiable data was processed/stored, and who had access to completed questionnaires. Brink does not provide information on his approach to these ethical considerations. Bennett’s inclusion of quotes in her paper makes issues of anonymity even more challenging, particularly as her participants were part of the same social group. Whilst she used pseudonyms, in her later publication Alas, Poor Ghost! she listed these pseudonyms alongside information that could be used to identify participants.[footnoteRef:30] Unless this was done with their consent, it breaches confidentiality and risks causing harm to participants.  [29:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.71.]  [30:  Bennett, Alas, Poor Ghost! p.189.] 

Reflexivity
Kim Etherington defines reflexivity as, ‘the capacity of the researcher to acknowledge how their own experiences and contexts... inform the process and outcomes of inquiry.’[footnoteRef:31] Hennink, Hutter and Bailey highlight that key aspects include considering positionality – the status of the researcher as an ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ in terms of study group characteristics.[footnoteRef:32] Neither Brink nor Bennett addresses reflexivity, but both provide some information that allows the reader to consider the authors’ positionality. For example, most of Bennett’s participants were older women and part of a social network that she implied she was not part of, so in these respects she may have seen herself as an outsider.[footnoteRef:33] In Brink’s case, he provides no information about his positionality in relation to Catholicism, astrology or reincarnation, so the reader cannot consider whether and in what ways his biases may have influenced the research. It may also have been useful for him to reflect on the power dynamics of his being a male researcher in a position of authority, and the potential impact of this on his research. [31:  Kim Etherington, Becoming a Reflexive Researcher – Using Our Selves in Research. (London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2004).]  [32:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.19.]  [33:  Bennett, ”If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”, p.125.] 

6. Structure and literature reviews
Bennett’s paper is divided into clear sections comprised of an introduction, ‘Historical perspective’ (including her literature review), ‘Research context’, three sections exploring aspects of her findings, and a ‘Conclusion’. Brink’s paper includes an abstract, a brief literature review, a hypothesis, a paragraph on his methodology, a table of results with an accompanying paragraph, and a ‘Discussions and Conclusions’ section. Both papers have a relatively logical narrative flow, although both could be improved by clearer signposting to link sections together and by greater distinction between the content of different sections. For example, Bennett introduces some results within her ‘Historical perspective’ section prior to explaining her methodology, then covers the bulk of the results in a later section. Clearer demarcation between sections would make for a cleaner line of argument.
Introduction and conclusion
Clark et al emphasise that an introduction should be used to signpost readers to the rest of the article,[footnoteRef:34] whilst a conclusion should briefly summarise the research objectives, key findings and significance, without introducing new ideas.[footnoteRef:35] Brink’s paper incudes an abstract, but no introduction or conclusion. Bennett, on the other hand, provides a clear introduction, which includes a statement about her research topic and her study group and describes how she has structured the first part of the chapter. She does not outline the full structure of the chapter, however, and the introduction would have benefited from signposting the key sections in her discussion. Bennett’s ‘Conclusion’ is an entirely new line of argument, bringing in new data, rather a summary of her research. By not including a concluding paragraph, both authors have missed the opportunity to reinforce key findings and the significance of their research. [34:  Clark et al, Bryman’s Social Research Methods, p.586.]  [35:  Clark et al, Bryman’s Social Research Methods, p.590.] 

Results and discussion
Clark et al emphasise that results sections should highlight the important aspects of the data, including how it relates to the research aims,[footnoteRef:36] whilst Hennink, Hutter and Bailey stress that the discussion should include additional interpretation of the implication of the findings in relation to existing research.[footnoteRef:37]  [36:  Clark et al, Bryman’s Social Research Methods, p.587-9.]  [37:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.302.] 

Brink’s results are presented in a table with a short paragraph describing his findings. Whilst this paragraph does clearly highlight his key findings in relation to his hypothesis, a more comprehensive results section could have explained the results in more detail. A ‘Discussion and Conclusions’ section explores his findings in the context of the wider literature, briefly discussing where his results confirm previous research findings before going on to explore potential reasons for the results. The bulk of this section does not discuss the implications of his findings or the significance of his research, but focuses on the ‘why’ of his results – a question that he may have been able to discuss with reference to findings if he had used a qualitative approach to explore the reasons why his study group held certain beliefs.
Bennett’s structure for her combined findings and discussion section follows what Hennink, Hutter and Bailey call a ‘key concepts approach’,[footnoteRef:38] using subheadings to structure her findings and discussion around three key themes, with a clear logical progression both within and between the subsections. Bennett has used quotations throughout to illustrate key aspects of her findings, a standard approach in qualitative research.[footnoteRef:39] [38:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.303.]  [39:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.304.] 

Literature reviews
A literature review should explore what is already known about the topic, providing a background and justification for the research.[footnoteRef:40] Brink’s initial literature review is one paragraph providing a list of theories on cognitive consistency. He introduces a different set of literature in his ‘Discussion and Conclusions’ section, some of which provides additional context, but Brink often highlights that research exists without explaining what it tells us in relation to his research area. A clearer structure would have reviewed all of the relevant literature prior to sharing his research results, and then used his literature review as a framework for his discussion section. Brink’s literature review is mostly well referenced, although where it cites whole books he does not provide page numbers, making it difficult to follow up on these sources.  [40:  Clark et al, Bryman’s Social Research Methods,, p.84] 

Bennett’s literature review is more thorough, and her introduction offers an academic rationale, explaining that she will begin by exploring ‘past traditions in order to get a historical perspective on the present.’[footnoteRef:41] She then sketches out a brief history of folkloristic writing on foreknowledge, from the 17th century onwards, including discussion of the development of two main strands: divination versus more internalised foreknowledge. She then looks at how these strands can be seen in more recent surveys from Britain, the United States and Finland. Whilst it is questionable how far the full historical account is necessary in exploring contemporary views on foreknowledge, it does provide relevant context. Most of Bennett’s references are clear, however she occasionally bundles multiple references into a single endnote, which can be difficult to follow. [41:  Bennett, ”If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”, p.122.] 

7. Conclusion
This essay has compared T.L. Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’ with Gillian Bennett’s ‘”If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”’, looking the authors’ approaches to methodology, ethics, reflexivity, structure and literature reviews. Drawing on current best practice research guidelines, it has suggested that Brink’s quantitative approach could have been strengthened with the addition of a qualitative element to allow a deeper exploration of people’s beliefs, whilst Bennett’s qualitative approach may have benefited from the addition of a questionnaire being sent to a larger group of people. This essay has argued that these types of mixed methods approaches have the potential to provide a more robust or complete research design. It has also argued that both studies would have benefited from more detailed descriptions of their research methods. Similarly, the lack of information on ethical issues and reflexivity has been discussed, and some potential issues highlighted. Finally, the papers’ structures and literature reviews were critiqued, with Bennett’s approach being viewed as more comprehensive, clear and relevant to her research compared to Brink’s paper. In conclusion, whilst both papers produced interesting results and discussions, they were somewhat undermined by a lack of detail and transparency in key areas.
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