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Compare and Contrast: T.L. Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, and Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’
Word count: 1,042

Introduction
This essay compares and contrasts two papers by T.L. Brink, and Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse.[footnoteRef:1] It considers methodological issues related to the evaluation and measurement of informants’ opinions, the position of the researchers, and the literature informing the academic framework for each paper. Brink’s work was published in Review of Religious Research, which focuses on empirical social science research on religion.[footnoteRef:2] Sociology of Religion, in which Walter and Waterhouse’s paper appeared, is centred on the sociological study of religion, ‘without regard to substantive focus, theoretical orientation, or methodological approach’.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  T.L. Brink. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978), 8285; T. Walter and H. Waterhouse. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), 187197.]  [2:  Religious Research Association, Review of Religious Research. <https://www.springer.com/journal/13644/aims-and-scope> [accessed 29 May 2020].]  [3:  Association for the Sociology of Religion, Sociology of Religion. <https://academic.oup.com/socrel/pages/About> [accessed 29 May 2020].] 


Methodological considerations
The researchers employed dissimilar methodologies: Brink used a questionnaire for data collection, but this was constructed without conducting a thorough or balanced literature review, which Paul Leedy and Jeanne Ormrod suggest would have offered ‘insight on theoretical perspectives and previous research findings’.[footnoteRef:4] A lack of thematic balance and relevance to the research topic is apparent in the statements included in the questionnaire.[footnoteRef:5] In contrast, and based on previous research, Walter and Waterhouse adopted an intensive interview strategy to investigate privatisation of belief and reincarnation.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  P.D. Leedy and J.E. Ormrod, Practical Research: Planning and Design, 8th edn. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education, 2005), p. 64.]  [5:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.]  [6:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 187.] 


Alluding to predominantly social-psychological theoretical frameworks, Brink immediately offers his hypothesis: ‘Simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible.’[footnoteRef:7] Whereas a mixed methods approach would likely have elicited different results and offered a deeper understanding of the topic, Brink contained his analysis to quantified results.[footnoteRef:8] While Hennink, Hutter and Bailey state that in-depth interviews are typically used to gather information on individual, personal experiences, no text questions were included and no interviews were undertaken that would have enabled Brink to gather qualitative data.[footnoteRef:9] In contrast, Walter and Waterhouse’s research was founded on detailed data about specific theoretical issues.[footnoteRef:10] This enabled them to use unstructured interviews – a specialised interviewing technique offering more flexibility than questionnaires or other interviewing methods.[footnoteRef:11] Although Walter and Waterhouse do not indicate the questions they asked, or their approach to questioning, they appear to have incrementally elicited information through what L. Dexter describes as ‘a conversation with a purpose’.[footnoteRef:12] [7:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82.]  [8:  J. Stephens, ‘When the numbers aren’t enough: how different data work together in research’, The Conversation, 12 November 2018. <https://theconversation.com/when-the-numbers-arent-enough-how-different-data-work-together-in-research-103907> [accessed 29 May 2020].]  [9:  M. Hennink, I. Hutter and A. Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: SAGE Publications, 2011), pp. 109110.]  [10:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [11:  A. Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 46.]  [12:  J. Bell, Doing Your Research Project, 5th edn. (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2010), p. 164.] 


Ethical contrasts can be seen in the selection of interviewees. Walter and Waterhouse were specific about who would be interviewed, why, and how they would gain access to them, whereas Brink does not explain his interest in selecting vulnerable respondents or how he gained access to this group, and provides no details about requesting consent.[footnoteRef:13] The conditions under which Brink’s questionnaire was administered were also ethically problematic, which likely affected the reliability of responses.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Ibid. p. 45.]  [14:  Ibid. pp. 49, 152.] 


With no preface explaining the questionnaire’s purpose or assuring confidentiality and anonymity, Brink required binary responses to statements that were mostly about Catholicism and detached from the research topic.[footnoteRef:15] Unlike Walter and Waterhouse, who offered a definition of reincarnation, Brink at no point defined the terminology he used or addressed interpretations of reincarnation within Catholic belief.[footnoteRef:16] That Brink’s questionnaire was completed in a religion class is in stark contrast to Walter and Waterhouse’s recording of one-to-one at-home interviews, which allowed participants to share deep data, generating what Clifford Geertz calls ‘thick description’, and adding qualitative depth to the research.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.]  [16:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [17:  C. Geertz, ‘Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture’, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 1973), pp. 330.] 


Brink’s methodology did not enable him to explore the topic in depth, leading to incorrect assumptions about the data and a view inconsistent with his hypothesis. He then reached for a psychological explanation directed at the schoolgirls, rather than identifying problems with his approach.[footnoteRef:18] Thus, Brink’s conclusion appears speculative and unsubstantiated. Walter and Waterhouse’s approach, however, concurred with the type of data they were expecting to find, and reflected the quality of participants’ experiences. In contrast to Brink’s assertion, Walter and Waterhouse indicated that Christian and reincarnation beliefs could be held simultaneously.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 84.]  [19:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 196.] 


Given the remit of Brink’s project, the validity of his methodology is open to challenge. He demonstrated no academic rationale for his choices, which led to an invalid assumption based on the data he collected under ethically doubtful circumstances. In contrast, Walter and Waterhouse pursued an interview strategy justified through citations, enabling them to make valid claims about their results.



Position of the researchers
According to S.C. Dwyer and J.L. Buckle, the position of the researcher on the insider/outsider continuum has ‘a direct and intimate role in data collection and analysis’.[footnoteRef:20] As such, ‘reflexivity is a process that involves conscious self-reflection on the part of researchers to make explicit their potential influence on the research process’.[footnoteRef:21] Brink posits as an extreme outsider who did not practice any form of self-reflection, whereas, as informed outsiders, Walter and Waterhouse demonstrated etic reflexivity when setting out their methodology.[footnoteRef:22] Without this disclosure, readers cannot identify whether Brink’s beliefs shaped his choice of questions, and raises issues around potential bias. Additionally, and the evidence he provides does not support his argument.[footnoteRef:23] Walter and Waterhouse, however, declared their position clearly and demonstrated critical evaluation of their evidence. [20:  S.C. Dwyer and J.L. Buckle, ‘The Space Between: On Being an Insider-Outsider in Qualitative Research’, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 8:1 (2009), p. 55.]  [21:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 19.]  [22:  Ibid. p. 19; Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [23:  J. Bell, Doing Your Research Project, p. 137.] 


Literature review
Brink’s paper lacks a literature review and his references reflect predominantly dated psychological literature.[footnoteRef:24] This suggests that minimal academic assessment of the research topic was undertaken, which likely contributed to the weak and unsubstantiated nature of his conclusion. The question Brink asks is not irrelevant, but would require an alternative research approach. In contrast, Walter and Waterhouse positioned their research within a larger academic context. They referred to their paper as a summary of previous works, and their literature review includes references to previous survey data on reincarnation.[footnoteRef:25] Throughout their paper, they draw on additional external references to situate their research findings. [24:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 85.]  [25:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188.] 


Conclusion
This compare and contrast essay considered methodological issues associated with the evaluation and measurement of respondents’ opinions, and the position of the researchers on the insider/outsider continuum. It also looked at the academic framework within which the research was situated by reviewing the cited literature. The results presented in each paper were indicative of the methods used. Brink’s research was characterised by a lack of literature review, inappropriate choice of research instrument, and naïve comparisons. Ethical considerations were also overlooked. Due to these factors and the imbalanced power dynamics reflected in his methodology, the validity of his conclusion is questionable. Walter and Waterhouse, however, clearly set out the parameters of their research and employed a methodology that produced trustworthy results. The methodologies used by the researchers were key choices that affected their collection and analysis of data, the conclusions reached, and whether or not they had made a reliable contribution to the academic record.
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