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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

Introduce

This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, Gillian Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group’, Out of the ordinary: folklore and the supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker in 1995, pp122-1421, and of T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, Autumn, 1978, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Autumn, 1978), pp. 82-852. Both of them are the prominent scholars in their study field and the two papers will be analysed mainly through three perspectives, what research methodologies they were used, how they handled the ethical considerations in the paper, what's their reflexivity position when the paper was written and the how well was the paper structured and how valid the literature review was related with the study objectives.


Contextualise

As a folklorist, Dr. Gillian Bennett (1939-2023) specialized in the research field of contemporary legends, supernatural belief, history of folklore scholarship, and women folklorists. Her PhD dissertation studied the aspects of supernatural belief, memorate and legends in a contemporary urban environment. Later on, she published her first book of Traditions of Belief: Women and the Supernatural, in 1987. In June 2019, she received the Coote Lake medal from the Folklore Society to recognize her outstanding academic contributions. Bennett wrote the paper in 1995, she has explored the supernatural experiences by interviewing the aged women in the neighbourhood area from this paper. Her career achievements were set in the path to disclose the role of folklore in the field of public health and disease, the paranormal and most importantly from a female perspective in society.3 

While Dr. T.L.Brink is a famous social scientist, his research background mainly concerns religious phenomena, consumer behaviour, qualitative research methods, and Big Data Analytics using Bayesian Sequential Statistics. In later life, he also performed the clinical assessment and treatment of mental disorders. He received his doctorate from the University of Chicago. He has been a member of many associations related to psychology and religion, to name a few:  American Psychological Association, American Academy of Religion, Religious Research Association, Society for the Scientific Study of Religion, and so on.4  In addition, he is very productive in authoring or editing twenty books and hundreds of journal articles and reviews. This paper, Brink wrote in 1978 was posted on the Review of Religious Research, it is a journal for scholars to exchange work on religious research.

Summarise

Bennet’s paper was from the book chapter of Out of the ordinary: folklore and the supernatural collected papers, which focuses on studying the functions of belief and supernatural experiences. The experiences were depicted through the academic approach to question such experiences. In the beginning of Bennet’s paper, she highlighted that this essay focus was “common consent and agreement” about the knowledge of the future, as it is understood by a group of elderly women in her hometown, the way she believed that the women’s social situation and moral code shape the folklore that they shared. To obtain the information to allow her to collect the data to finish her work, she interviewed a group of elderly women in her neighbourhood to document the narratives and then performed the analysis accordingly. 

In the meantime, Brink’s paper testified to the inconsistency of belief among the Roman Catholic girls in the concept of religion, astrology, and reincarnation. Initially, the study hypothesis was to present that adolescent girls will show the acceptance of only one of the three belief systems. With the data gathered from 227 samples of Catholic girls at school, the analysis showed that it raised more questions than it answered, which led to the results lacking consistency in the cognitive theory of the attitude of the religion, astrology, and reincarnation respectively.

Analyse
There are three criteria to take into consideration in the analysis part, the research methodology, the Ethical and reflexive position, and the structure of the paper. Normally, the research methodology is divided into the quantitative and qualitative methods, under each scope there are many divisions to undertake the process, the mixed methods are also very common in many social science practices. The scholar needs to stick to the ethical principles and follow the local law or code when conducting any research, there’s no way to negotiate to get around this topic. In addition, Kathryn Haynes commented that the researcher reflexivity involves thinking about how our thinking came to be, how a pre-existing understanding is constantly revised in the light of new understandings and how this in turn affects our research.5 In terms of the structure, Polit and Hungler believed that frameworks are efficient mechanisms for drawing and summarizing the accumulated facts, the more coherent the structure is, in return, the more useful for researchers seeking to extend the knowledge base.6 Once the scholar set up the structure of the paper, then naturally, with solid work on the literature review and the carefully designed part of the paper, the more persuasive the paper will make a difference.
Research Methodology

Bennet has utilized mixed methodology during her study, this approach provided her with the advantages of gaining a comprehensive understanding of the collected data. The spectrum and the depth of the data will be extended accordingly. Much qualitative research favours an undogmatic combination of methods. As Runkel argued, when social scientists think about generalizing, they do not use an arcane logic more potent than the logic used by the rest of us. The logic and procedure of science come simply from the efforts of ordinary people trying their best to be careful when they think about what they observe and then they tell others about it.7 While, in terms of the methodology, Bennett didn’t provide too many details about how she conducted those interviews, such as whether the questionnaires or surveys were implied in the study or not. This leaves some questions for the audience. 

In the meantime, to work on the interview conversations and narratives in more detail, Bennet has introduced a qualitative method called ethnography, which, according to Geertz, is a “thick description”. What the ethnographer is faced with…is a multiplicity of complex conceptual structures.8 
Whereas Brink’s paper mainly followed the path of quantitative research. In the beginning of the paper, he raised the hypothesis of “simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation is logically incompatible”, to test this hypothesis, he designed the research work carefully to illustrate the three belief pillars: the catholic doctrine’s relationship with fate meaning; the catholic concept with reincarnation and fate of astrology with reincarnation.

Though Brinks has inserted the table result in his research, it might be a pity that there is no further in-depth qualitative research, such as interviews or other qualitative approaches, to understand the question further. Neither did he explain why he picked up the quantitative approach in the beginning, therefore, how he collected the data, therefore, there are some missing pieces that exist when the audiences read the whole paper. 

Furthermore, in the table itself, there’s a chi-square column, while he didn’t explain too much about why this test method is utilized. In addition, he only mentioned that the data was collected and administered during a class time, no further description about how the data was collected, questionnaires with 227 adolescent participants in a Catholic community in the Chicago Area. The outcome of the questionnaires was summarised in a numerical table chart to present the questions of the questionnaires. The result was displayed in the quantitative method which facilitates him to further demonstrate his viewpoint in the paper. 

Ethical consideration and reflexive position

According to the famous Belmont report, there are three core principles to take into account when considering the Ethical issues, the respect of the person, the welfare of the participants;  Benefice, whether the research aims to benefit the community;  and Justice, be fair to ask for permission when there’s some special considerations.9 Judith Bell also commented that” Even if you are not obliged to conform to required codes of practice nor to the demands of ethics or research committees, you will need to satisfy yourself that you have done everything possible to ensure that your research is conducted in a way which complies with your own ethical principles.”10 In theory, the ethical considerations are the foundations of how a research is conducted and without proper ethical actions, the research might undertake some potential harm to the participants or the community. Therefore, in the paper, good elaboration of how the ethical issues are addressed cannot be hidden. In the paper by Bennet, she didn’t answer the ethics question of how she collected the data, nor her reflexive position.  Especially she has introduced that she had access to the elderly women from her father’s GP practice, then from the moral standpoint, does access informed by the patients or is there any violation risks of the ethical issues, are they volunteered to participate in the interview or forced to do so? Another notable ethical question arose about the anonymity, as the community of her hometown was a small size, therefore, does the interviewees information been well coded or protected, or was there any obvious information could disclosure the identity of such women, as Bennet didn’t give us more information about the interview content, we cannot tell from the paper itself. 

Similarly, Brink’s report faced some ethical concerns, because of the participants of his research as adolescents, who were not adults, therefore, the case became more severe than Bennett’s paper. While there’s no information in the paper to express whether or how the research has followed the Belmont Report recommendations or equivalent ways to address the ethical concerns. Such as the respect of the person, whether the research has informed the children’s parents who participated in this questionnaire, the questionnaires were completed and administered during class time, were the students forced or truly volunteered to fill in the questionnaires, or were they well-informed? More importantly, how the questionaries’ protect the anonymity, are the questionaries’ been anonymous to fill in or there’s a special code to rename the forms afterwards, and the confidentiality, besides Brink, who else have access to the form or the data, how the data is gathered, by Brink himself or does he have any assistants from the school? There are examples of some unsolved ethical questions in reading Brink’s paper. Whether this research had any good benefit to the adolescent neighbourhood or community?  Unfortunately, we cannot find any of the answers from the paper, therefore, this paper came with serious ethical risks.

When it comes to the reflexive position, reflecting on one's own motives and preconceptions, the position played a big role in the research progress. The position of the authors needs full attention and the scholar needs to state his or her own interest in the questions. Otherwise, the situation will be too vague to testify that the research methods were conducted without any bias. Unfortunately, Bennet didn’t address this question in her paper, we cannot pretend her true position in the study field when she conducted the interview and wrote this paper. We have no way to tell whether she followed insider or outsider spectrum in the study. Therefore, due to this piece of information being missing from the whole picture, we cannot tell whether she’s subjective or objective when she performed the interviews or if there are any influences to the participants during the interviews.

At the same time, in Brink’s paper, he did not indicate his position in the paper neither, such as though he would like to find out correlation in between Roman Catholic, astrology and reincarnation, while he didn’t mention about his own belief, was him a single believer or believe of the two or recognized all the three. In this case, though he has listed the questions in a table form in the paper, we cannot determine whether there’s any slight linear approach when he designed those questions. Or what’s his perspective on those questions. To answer those questions, the audience needs to read some further complementary document at that time try to restore the understanding of the author’s decision-making process.

Structure and Literature Review

A well-structured paper begins at the planning phase and the framework of a good research is a smooth feedback loop. And the research result paper with a clear structure to walk the audience through each of the stages, from introduction to critical discussion and analysis, and with strong conclusions. Bennett states her research flow in the beginning of his paper that his study started with past tradition to obtain a historical perspective on the present, followed by contextualization to describe her research strategy and study group members. Then she has set her paper sub-headline in the order of “historical Perspective, Research Context, Beliefs and Stories about Knowing the Future, Traditional Values and Roles, Negative Aspects of Psychic Power and Conclusion” to usher the audience to follow her research strategy respectively. In general, the structure was super clear to follow and to catch up.

Bell commented that “hypotheses make statements about relations between variables and provide a guide to the researcher as to how the original hunch might be tested.”11 For Brink, his paper started with introducing past theories, then he posted a hypothesis, followed by him conducting questionnaires in his target study group along with the data result in table format. While his paper is missing a conclusion part, it is structurally not complete compared with Bennett’s work. 

Regarding the literature review, Hennink, Hutter & Bailey refer to the process as helpful in further defining research questions, justifying research and informing the reader about possible data collection and applied methods.12 In Bennett’s paper, well demonstrated above in very clear time sequences. In the section of the historical perspective, first she began to review the work of John Audrey, a collection of current rumors, legends, and personal experience stories on supernatural topics. Then she discussed the impact of the Scientific Revolution on the subject, with introducing and explaining the two strands in British folkloristic writing about foreknowledge. Consequently, she naturally shifted to talk about her research context. 

In Brink’s paper, in the beginning, he introduced some theories very briefly such as balance, congruity and cognitive dissonance, etc., however he didn’t go too much deeper on those theories, in contrast with Bennett’s paper, he directly raised his hypothesis instead, the style of writing was very concise, while it cannot allow us to trace how well past theory’s correlation on this research topic, there was missing some of the gaps. If more literature review were covered in this paper, then it would help the reader to understand the study objectives better, some of the questions, such as why the research group is studying Catholic girls, why not research on the boys’ attitude on the three belief system?

Conclusion
By comparing and contrasting the two papers mentioned above, we noticed both of the papers had some room left for improvement. In theory, a good research paper should have a well-designed structure, the flow of the content needs to be logical and reasonable, the research methodology needs to match with the study objectives and with detailed explanation, the ethical problem needs to be handled carefully in the process, the author’s position and reflexivity needs to be highlighted in the paper. Bennett was more focused on the qualitative research method and she brought in the interviews some of the elder women from his father’s GP connection, which led to some potential ethical issues as she didn’t mention whether the patients were well been informed of such study or which compliance actions she has completed, we have no way to know how the local community’s anonymous and confidentiality was protected during the interview. While Brink’s approach was quantitative research to test his hypothesis of the catholic girl's belief system of religion, astrology, and reincarnation, the paper was extremely concise, and the conclusion part was missing. Simultaneously, Brink was also facing the ethical issues, as he didn’t mention whether he had taken any of the ethical considerations in the planning, implementing, and after the research of the catholic girls. This part was missing, which might endanger the author with potential risks. While another point that needs to be noticed is that both Bennett and Brink didn’t include the reflexivity part in their papers, their positions and value system were missing from the paper, the missing information might affect the research objectivity. In sum, though Bennett’s and Brink’s paper with some issues, the exposure of those problems provided learning opportunities for the readers to spot out and to avoid such mistakes for their own studies. 
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