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Introduction
This essay will compare and contrast the methodologies employed in two research papers: ‘Inconsistency of Belief’ by Brink and ‘Private Belief’ by Walter and Waterhouse.[footnoteRef:1] Written twenty-one years and an ocean apart (Brink, 1978, Chicago; Walter and Waterhouse, 1999, South-West England), both papers seek to understand the place reincarnation occupies within the personal cosmologies of members of their chosen subject-groups.[footnoteRef:2] This essay will analyse the methodologies described in each paper, focussing on: the existence of a relationship between previous scholarship and these papers, and how such a relationship may have informed both the research methodologies and sample size chosen.  [1:  T. L. Brink, ‘‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, vol. 20, no. 1 (1978), pp. 82-85; Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, vol. 60, no. 2 (1999), pp. 187-197.]  [2:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, pp. 82, 83; Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, pp. 187, 189.] 


Underlying Theory
Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey state that making ‘pre-existing ideas’ on a research subject ‘explicit’ is ‘necessary’ to effectively ‘design’ and ‘develop’ future research.[footnoteRef:3] This, they contend, is crucial to ‘check the validity’ of chosen research methods.[footnoteRef:4] As Bell notes, this should allow the reader to glance at ‘the state of knowledge’ together with ‘major questions in the subject’.[footnoteRef:5] Accurate and relevant positioning of research within a wider academic framework is, then, not only crucial to understand the field, but also in designing an appropriate methodological vehicle for that research. Quantitative research appears more ‘scientific’, with an ‘outsider looking in’ on research subjects whereas qualitative researchers experience a ‘strong urge’ to close the gap between themselves and their subjects, hoping to understand as an ‘insider’.[footnoteRef:6] Despite investigating similar topics, Walter and Waterhouse’s methodological approach differs as greatly from Brink’s as do their respective sample sizes and paper-lengths.[footnoteRef:7] [3:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: Sage, 2011; repr. 2015), p. 33.]  [4:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 33. ]  [5:  Judith Bell, Doing Your Research Project: a guide for first-time researchers in education, health and social science, 5th edn (Maidenhead, Berkshire: Open University Press, 2010), p. 104.]  [6:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research (New York: Routledge, 1988, repr. 2004), p. 96.]  [7:  Brink’s 4 pages and 227 schoolgirl questionnaire respondents against Walter and Waterhouse’s 11 pages and 30 adult interviewees (that this paper directly discusses) – Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83; Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, pp. 188-189, 190.] 


‘Private Belief’
Walter and Waterhouse highlight an academic landscape spanning fifty years (1947-1997) within which their research can sensibly be positioned.[footnoteRef:8] This referenced research is both specific and relevant to their own project: each piece exploring beliefs surrounding reincarnation.[footnoteRef:9] That Davies’s more recent study, published only two years before their own, is referenced indicates an active engagement with their field of enquiry.[footnoteRef:10] Further, Walter and Waterhouse introduce the data-collection methods employed within these references as being interviews and surveys.[footnoteRef:11] Of these two options, Walter and Waterhouse chose interviews: concluding that attempting to ‘categorize belief in reincarnation into…yes-don’t know-no’ was not indicative of how ‘people think and talk about the concept’.[footnoteRef:12] In order to explore nuances not apparent from quantitative conclusions (‘x percent of the population believe’), interviews seem an appropriate choice.[footnoteRef:13] The literature review, together with a keen awareness of the nature of hoped-for responses, directly shaped Walter and Waterhouse’s research methodology. Hoping to understand the views of their interviewees from their own perspective, Walter and Waterhouse directly quote their subjects’ responses thus allowing their own words to speak through the research.[footnoteRef:14] To ‘elicit the meaning of reincarnation’ from believers, an emic methodology where there is the potential for ‘Verstehen’ was chosen.[footnoteRef:15] [8:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [9:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [10:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [11:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [12:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 192.]  [13:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 195.]  [14:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, pp. 191-192, 194.]  [15:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 188; Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 17-19.] 


‘Inconsistency of Belief’
Brink’s initial paragraph offers a referenced list of ‘social psychological theories’ on ‘cognitive consistency’ which are neither revisited nor ultimately applied to his results.[footnoteRef:16] Further, Brink does not explicitly link said theories to his hypothesis that his subjects will hold only one belief-set.[footnoteRef:17] Whether he considers it implicit that pupils attending a Roman Catholic school will adhere to a single set of beliefs (Roman Catholicism, reincarnation, or astrology) seems irrelevant: through the lack of explicit justification of this hypothesis, the reader is unable to gauge Brink’s mindset or motives. This void between previous research on people’s relationships with reincarnation (as demonstrated by Walter and Waterhouse), together with ignoring/being unaware of Alan Leo’s work linking belief in astrology and reincarnation somewhat contextualises the structure of Brink’s questionnaire.[footnoteRef:18] Of the fourteen yes/no questions, twelve position respondents on an integration-scale within the Roman Catholic faith, whereas belief in reincarnation is allotted a single query.[footnoteRef:19] Brink, not a Roman Catholic schoolgirl himself nor potentially personally engaging with them, is an outsider gathering quantitative data. Making the questionnaire part of a ‘required’ ‘religion class’ appears to ignore both privacy issues and the problematic nature of requiring responses from vulnerable teenagers.[footnoteRef:20] Brink, drawing conclusions based on this questionably-sourced numerical data, leaves himself little scope for exploring nuances within personal beliefs.[footnoteRef:21] [16:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.]  [17:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.]  [18:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 188; Alan Leo, Esoteric Astrology (London: N. Fowler & Co., 1913), vii; Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83.]  [19:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83.]  [20:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83.]  [21:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, pp. 83-84.] 


Sample Comparison
A clear subject for qualitative investigation is presented from the outset in Walter and Waterhouses’s paper: the exploration of results presented quantitatively as being unambiguous.[footnoteRef:22] Reincarnation is presented by Walter and Waterhouse as a ‘deviant belief’ which, belonging to neither Christianity nor secularism, their interviewees ‘”ought” not to hold’.[footnoteRef:23] Hoping to draw out opinions unshaped by conformity to Eastern or New Age beliefs, those who adhered to the researchers’ perceptions of those belief-systems were screened-out of the research collection process.[footnoteRef:24] Walter and Waterhouse reflexively note that this is problematic, particularly as ‘defining the “New Age” is notoriously difficult’.[footnoteRef:25] As interviews were being undertaken, the manageability of the number must be taken into consideration. [22:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, pp. 187-189.]  [23:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 187.]  [24:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [25:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 191.] 


The chain of relationships from the initial literature review to the sample size of research subjects is significantly clearer in Walter and Waterhouses’s paper than in Brink’s. Without explicit correlation between previous scholarship, the thought process which led to Brink particularly wanting to investigate the beliefs of more than two hundred teenage girls attending a Roman Catholic school is unclear. Without any mention of the practicalities of his data-collection methods, several lines of questioning remain unanswered (Was he present? Were the completed questionnaires anonymous/private? Was prior consent sought/required from parents?). The reader has no way of gaining answers – or reassurance – on these points, or any number of others which Brink neither introduces nor addresses. Acceptable standards for research may easily have differed between Brink’s work in the 1970s and Walter and Waterhouse’s in the 1990s, yet it is somewhat discordant that these key methodological considerations were omitted.  

Conclusion
Whilst both papers examine a selected group’s beliefs in reincarnation, the researchers apply different methodologies to do so: Walter and Waterhouse take part in interviews, Brink prefers to utilise questionnaires. The research sample sizes differ greatly, correlating directly with the applied research methods (smaller sample for interviews, larger for questionnaires) which, for Walter and Waterhouse, were governed by the initial literature review. Brink’s lack of engagement with previously-published literature in the field disconnects his etic methodology from his research, whereas Walter and Waterhouse explicitly locate their research before selecting and applying their chosen emic methodology. Brink’s quantitative research creates the kind of statements, therefore, which Walter and Waterhouse – and future qualitative researchers – may find cause to question.
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