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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,’[footnoteRef:1] and T. Walter, and H Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.’[footnoteRef:2] The essay assesses for each the methodology employed, considers whether ethical contracts have been respected, how well the research has been structured, and the breadth and effectiveness of the literature reviews. A discussion of the similarities and differences between the papers will be followed by the conclusion. [1:  Brink, T. L., Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, 
Astrology, Reincarnation, Review of Religious Research, Volume 20, No. 1, Springer, 1978, pp. 82-85.]  [2:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H., A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England, Sociology of 
Religion, Volume 60, 1999, pp. 187-197.] 


Definitions
The OECD published Frascati Manual provides the internationally recognised definition of research, ‘creative and systematic work undertaken in order to increase the stock of knowledge – including knowledge of humankind, culture and society.’[footnoteRef:3] Two approaches to research are quantitative where researchers ‘collect facts and study the relationship of one set of facts to another,’[footnoteRef:4] and qualitative where researchers are ‘more concerned to understand individuals’ perceptions of the world’ employing non-numerical data.[footnoteRef:5] Bell noted that both methods could be employed in a single study to fulfil differing requirements. Qualitative surveys are particularly useful for adding colour and insight to quantitative results.  [3:  <https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/2015/10/frascati-manual-2015_g1g57dcb.html> [accessed 26 January
2025]. ]  [4:  Bell, Judith, Doing your Research Project, 5th Edition, Open University Press, 2010, p5.]  [5:  Ibid.] 

Bryman explained that quantitative research allowed practitioners ‘to get closer to the people they were investigating and be less inclined to impose inappropriate conceptual frameworks on them.’[footnoteRef:6] Concerns about the subjective nature of the answers gained by qualitative surveys can be mitigated by the structure and composition of the questions.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Bryman, Alan, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, Routledge, 1998, p3.]  [7:  Queirós, André, Faria, Daniel, Almeida, Fernando, Strengths and Limitations of Quantitative and Qualitative
Research Methods, European Journal of Education Studies, Vol.3, Issue 9, 2017 p.370.
] 

This essay critiques and compares two research projects, one employing quantitative techniques and another utilising qualitative methodology to drill into previously collected quantitative data. 

Brink
Brink’s 1978 publication summarised his research into the beliefs of Roman Catholic schoolgirls. Brink is Professor of Psychology in the Anthropology Faculty at Crafton Hills College in California. Brink has authored or edited 20 books and published hundreds of journal articles.[footnoteRef:8] The article Religion, Astrology and Reincarnation was published early in Brink’s academic career at Notre Dame Roman Catholic University in California. [8:  <https://narrativespsychology.com/about-us> [accessed 5 March 2025]. ] 

The study undertaken by Brink focused on the consistency of attitudes of senior and junior working-class students at a Roman Catholic girls’ school in Chicago. The research was conducted in a religious studies class by all 227 girls who attended school on one day in 1976. As such the survey was general and universal. There is no detailed commentary on how the survey was administered. 
Brink tested the supposition that belief in Roman Catholicism was logically incompatible with trust in astrology or reincarnation due to Catholicism’s omnipotent God, foundation of freewill, and promise of heaven. Demonstrating a lack of regard and rigour, Brink summarised without references astrology as fatalistic, and reincarnation as self-determined. 
The findings summarised in Brink’s abstract revealed that Catholic faith co-existed with belief in astrology consistently across believers and non-believers of astrology. Similarly for reincarnation faith, only a slight difference in the confession of Roman Catholic catechism was indicated. Astrological certainty was more likely to indicate faith in reincarnation. In conclusion Brink surmised that beliefs serve a function for the girls of ‘the provision of security in the face of confusion and uncertainty.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Brink, T. L., Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls, p. 85.] 

Methodology
Brink conducted a well referenced social science literature review, citing articles published in the prior thirty years relating to psychological consistency (balance, congruity and cognitive dissonance without explanation of those terms) to support his hypothesis that belief in more than one of astrology, reincarnation and Catholicism is logically incompatible. Exploring explanation for the results Brink cited articles on the crumbling of American Christian culture, the function of belief, the development of counterculture, and alterations in religious education and quoted papers on Thai and 1950s American adolescents who experienced marginalisation due to background and developmental stage.
Regarding the methodology of the research little detail is provided. There is no information to indicate whether all questionnaires were completed and complete, or how many questions were asked. Brink’s paper included a clear results table summarising the responses to fourteen questions, including one each on belief in astrology and reincarnation. There was little discussion of the results, rather an analysis of the reason the hypothesis was not confirmed was included. 
There is no information to explain why Brink selected a quantitative statistical method, how he devised his questions, whether he conducted a pilot, or who administered the questionnaire and the procedure. There is a lack of discussion as to how the methodology may have influenced outcomes, how conducting the survey during a compulsory class at a Catholic school might skew results towards conformity to expected beliefs and limit truthfulness. The results were presented without explanation, it would have been helpful if Brink had followed up with a qualitative study to understand nuance.
Ethics
It is important when considering the ethics of Brink’s research to position it in the context of the time of publication, a time when research on children could be conducted with the permission of the headteacher.[footnoteRef:10] Hennink suggested guidelines based on the principles for the ethical conduct of research outlined in the Belmont Report, of informed consent, self-determination, minimisation of harm, anonymity and confidentiality.[footnoteRef:11] Considering informed consent and self-determination there is no information in Brink’s paper to indicate whether consent was sought or gained from the girls, or if their parents were consulted, informed or their permission requested. Neither is it clear if or how the study was explained to the students, whether the choice to opt out was offered, or if the survey was presented and accepted as part of their education. There was no information around minimisation of harm, anonymity and confidentiality. It is unclear who saw the completed questionnaires or what happened to them. It is unknown whether the results were shared with the pupils.  [10:  Bell, Judith, Doing Your Research Project, p. 44.]  [11:  Hennink Monique, Hutter, Inge, Bailey, Ajay, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd Edition, Sage, 2020 p 71.] 

The paper contains no discussion as to Brink’s relationship to the subject and the subjects of the survey. As a Roman Catholic scholar Brink’s position could be viewed as emic, although the study is presented as an etic examination of the beliefs of the girls. Hennink noted the need for personal reflexivity,[footnoteRef:12] there is no indication from Brink that he reflected on how his own Catholic beliefs could have influenced his expectations regarding the incompatibility of Roman Catholic faith with astrology and reincarnation. As Hufford noted, the study of human life is inescapably reflexive.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Ibid, p. 19.]  [13:  Hufford, David J., The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies, Western
Folklore, Vol. 54, No. 1, 1995, p. 57. ] 

Structure
In his abstract Brink so succinctly and effectively summarises his paper and its findings that it is almost unnecessary to read the paper itself. This is just as well as his introduction plunges straight in without a statement of intent or structural signposting. Brink opens his introduction with a bold unsubstantiated statement concerning the presumptions of many social scientists towards psychological consistency.[footnoteRef:14] He goes on to cite literature sources explaining psychological terms such as congruity, cognitive dissonance and logical-affective consistency, presenting his hypothesis that simultaneous belief in Catholicism astrology and reincarnation is impossible and that his research will demonstrate that Catholic girls only hold one belief.  [14:  Brink, T. L., Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls, p. 85.] 

Brink presents his results in a clear table. As his hypothesis is rejected, the remainder of the paper is concerned with explanations for the results. A literature review of possible rationalizations, examining fragmentation of US ideology, counter-culture development and religious education shifts, precedes recommendations of future areas of study. The paper ends with a clear and comprehensive bibliography but without a concluding paragraph or summary of the findings or relation back to the original hypothesis. 

Walter and Waterhouse 
Walter is Emeritus Professor of Death Studies at the University of Bath and has 174 publications, at the time of writing he was Reader in Sociology at Reading University. Waterhouse, at the time a lecturer in Religious Studies at the Open University, published two articles on Buddhism in the UK in the early 2000s. The paper A Very Private Belief was one of a series of articles based on their research into belief in reincarnation in England. This research studied ‘why believers find reincarnation attractive, and how it relates to other aspects of their life.’[footnoteRef:15]  The aim of the paper was to understand from religious and sociological perspectives whether it was easier to hold views that diverge from those taught by traditional religion due to the ‘20th century privatization of belief.’[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H., A Very Private Belief, p. 187.]  [16:  Ibid.] 

The abstract summarises interviews which investigated why a people without belief in Eastern or new age religion, ‘take reincarnation seriously’[footnoteRef:17] and hold it alongside Christian faith. The finding that people are not dogmatic about what they believe, and that belief has little impact on their life led to the conclusion that the privatisation of religious acceptance enables divergent beliefs to be held alongside Christian faith. [17:  Ibid.] 

Methodology
A clear problem statement is available, along with an outline of the questions to be answered. The paper is well structured with effective literature reviews, a review of their own previous research and an explanation of the decision to hold interviews. As a new study area half of referenced papers were written in the previous 5 years. There are some unsubstantiated statements, such as Christianity compensates for suffering with the promise of heaven.
There is detailed information as to the make-up of the adult interviewees, the recruitment process and how interviews were conducted. The demographic and location data of the respondents was elucidated, and authors discussed the risk of respondent homogenisation, whilst describing how Hindu, Sikh, Buddhists and new agers[footnoteRef:18] were deliberately excluded from the research. How the data was handled, summarised, and deduced is not covered. The findings are discussed and considered through sociological and religious studies academic lenses and a literature review. A clear conclusion is stated, though a broad supposition is made about general UK beliefs, despite an earlier comment about South-Western people being more open. [18:  Ibid, p. 189.] 

Ethics 
Returning to Hennink’s principles for ethical research, [footnoteRef:19] a clear description exists of recruiting the interviewees from personal contacts, local radio and recommendation ‘snowballing,’ and the exclusion of stereotyped reincarnation believers. Although not explicitly discussed, the fact that interviews took place in the subjects’ own homes suggests that informed consent was obtained. Participation was self-determined as the interviews were voluntary and open ended, without leading questions and occurred at home minimising potential harm[footnoteRef:20]. A terminology correction to say the respondents entertain the possibility of, rather than believe in reincarnation reveals a respect for participants. There exists no information on whether participants had a right to withdraw support or skip questions, or how anonymity and confidentiality were guaranteed.  [19:  Hennink Monique, Hutter, Inge, Bailey, Ajay, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 71.]  [20:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H., A Very Private Belief, p. 189.] 

Casual mention is made of three group interviews with twenty-one children between eleven and eighteen but there is little detail. As discussed earlier, research involving children is less acceptable today, but it is difficult for us to draw ethical conclusions due to the scant information available.
Structure
Beginning with an outline of the structure of the paper, an overview of the question, a definition of reincarnation as physical rebirth, moving to a brief examination of literature starting in 1947 through to the research time. As Bell reminded, ‘we can all learn a great deal by reading what other researchers have done.’[footnoteRef:21]  Reviewing their earlier quantitative study, the authors described the decision to drill into the results as Bryman describes to see ‘through the eyes of’[footnoteRef:22] those being studied. The interviews focused on the nature, content and effects of belief in reincarnation. The authors appeared concerned to refute that credence in reincarnation related to new-age belief, although they struggled to define new-age. The paper concluded that reincarnation is a private and detached belief, citing Davie’s 1990 and 1994 studies that suggested people found it possible to believe without belonging to a movement.[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Bell, Judith, Doing your Research Project, p. 112.]  [22:  Bryman, Alan, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, p. 61.]  [23:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H., A Very Private Belief, p. 189.] 


Comparison 
At first glance there are similarities between the papers, both discuss belief in reincarnation alongside mainstream Chistian religion, both conducted quantitative research with school children, and both concluded that people hold beliefs that appear incompatible with their stated faith. That is where the similarities end. Anthropologist Brink’s research was conducted a decade prior to that of Waterhouse and Walters at a time when psychologists believed that cognitive consistency was the goal of humans which his research disproved. In the intervening decade Davie wrote in 1990 about the ‘the individual’s intricate and continually evolving relationship’ to belief systems[footnoteRef:24] cited by Walter and Waterhouse in support of their theory that beliefs could be divergent. Walter and Waterhouse thus researched how people managed to integrate two incompatible beliefs.  [24:  Davie, G, Believing Without Belonging: Is This the Future of Religion in Britain? Social Compass Vol. 37,
1990, p. 456.
] 

The structure of the Walter and Waterhouse paper is clearer than Brink’s, laying out what was to be discussed, how it would be approached and the process. The conclusion of Walters and Waterhouse’s paper was also plainly stated, whilst Brink’s ended with hypothesis to explain the results rather than a conclusion.
Concerning ethics, there is more information to judge the Walter and Waterhouse paper, detailing how participants were recruited and how interviews were conducted. In both cases, there is a lack of information to indicate how confidentiality and anonymity were protected, and self-determination enabled. The use of children in research, accepted at the time of the surveys, raises ethical questions today. Neither paper mentioned reflexivity considerations. 
Brink’s quantitative methodology refuted his theory, without providing an understanding of the reasons. Walter and Waterhouse conducted qualitative interviews to understand how people integrated apparently incompatible beliefs, bringing an extra understanding to their quantitative research. Both papers included thorough literature reviews.

Conclusion
In this essay the papers of Brink and Walter and Waterhouse about belief consistency, have been compared and contrasted. Beginning with a definition of research and a review of research methodologies. A summary of each paper, assessment of the structure, ethics, methodology and literature review undertaken, the strengths and weaknesses of each paper were reviewed. Comparing Brink’s quantitative research to test his hypothesis that Roman Catholic faith was logically incompatible with belief in astrology and reincarnation, and Walter and Waterhouse qualitative research to understand how people hold two divergent beliefs and the impact on their lives from doing so evidenced the depth of understanding that can be added to quantitative research by conducting qualitative interviews to understand complex subjects like human belief. 
The review of the two papers has revealed the usefulness of combining quantitative and qualitive research, the former to validate a hypothesis, the latter to drill into and add understanding to the results.
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