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Introduction

The present essay compares and contrasts two articles, 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; and Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, Vol 60, No 2 (1999), pp. 187-197.
 The essay will start with a brief placement of both papers considering their main public and time period of publication, following a summarized description of each paper focusing the research question, the methodological approach and main results. Then, the analyse of both papers, comparing and contrasting them, will be presented and discussed considering methodology, data collection choices and ethical questions.

Contextualization

The two articles selected describe and discuss two different researches regarding issues about religious beliefs, having both papers been published in journals related with religious studies. Brink’s article was published in 1978 although his data was collected in 1976 and Walter and Waterhouse paper is from a few years later, published in 1999 having the data being collected in 1997. Both papers were produced and published in the late twentieth century within a period of nineteenth years, therefore, their academic rationally and conclusions might not have very discrepancies related with chronological variants and might not have such a different social environment historically speaking.

Summary

The study held by Brink started with the hypothesis that belief in Catholicism, astrology and reincarnation is inconsistent and discordant. For Brink a belief in one of those systems would reject a belief in other one. Brink researched his point amongst 227 junior and senior students at a catholic girls’ high school. The data was collected through questionnaires that were delivered and responded during class time. Brink’s research departed from the catholic doctrine and belief, since his set of participants were catholic girls and his questions were focused on demonstrating the commitment of those girls with the catholic practise. Within this environment of established belief in Catholicism he asked whether there was a belief in astrology and reincarnation. The results showed that many girls believed in astrology or reincarnation while maintaining commitment with catholic doctrine. Brink’s conclusion was not correspondent with his initial hypotheses.

Walter and Waterhouse research was about belief in reincarnation, even thou considering different religious beliefs their focus was specifically related with the particular question about reincarnation. Studying different surveys, their research started from statistical data reflecting on how the percentage of people believing in reincarnation had been developing throughout the years. They wanted to developed the understanding of what is it to believe in reincarnation and what people truly feel and think about it. In order to do a deeper research, they conducted interviews including 30 adults and 21 schoolchildren. The results achieved by Walter and Waterhouse could not verify the data they collected in the surveys, but they did get a deeper understanding of what people relate to when talking about reincarnation.  They concluded that the belief in reincarnation does not exclude believing in other religion or implies New Age or alternative ideas and practises.

Analysis and discussion

These two articles focused on questions about religion and belief and both talk about reincarnation however, Blink studied the possible belief in reincarnation and astrology amongst catholic girls and Walter and Waterhouse took a group of participants which were believers in reincarnation to understand what does it really mean for them to believe in reincarnation. Thus, Brink tried to characterize a group of people according to their beliefs and Walter and Waterhouse tried to explore and deepen their understanding about a particular belief within those who accepted it as true.

Literature review

Monnique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey wrote that a research project is done following three steps each one including various tasks.
 The first step they called ‘design cycle’ and one of the tasks included is the literature review. According to them the literature review is important to construct the research question, understand what has already been studied about the theme of research and what data already exists since, has they wrote and suggest, ‘research is never conducted ‘”out of the blue”, there is always theory underlying data collection’.
 However, there is another approach where no previous theory or academic review is seen as mandatory for a research project, which Judith Bell and Stephen Waters defined in their book as grounded theory.
 In the papers selected for this essay there are some differences in the way they treated this task. Brink, regarding his question about beliefs within catholic girls, briefly stated a few authors that studied consistence in people’s attitudes and behaviours, however, it is not stated what each author argued about the theme.
 In his introduction Brink only stated his preliminary hypothesis without presenting any previous studies or previous results from other authors. Even his hypothesis is not theoretically supported, Brink stated that ‘simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible’ but without justifying his assumption with any kind of data.
 Brink’s question might be interesting but he does not support it and the reader is left without any information to justify the question’s relevance. It is only after the presentation of the results that Brink referred to two authors that studied consistency in beliefs that reached the same conclusion as him, that ‘acceptance of one belief system was no assurance that incompatible beliefs would be rejected’.
 Walter and Waterhouse in their paper do start by introducing the data known and published about the belief in reincarnation and how it had developed throughout the years. Although reincarnation is not part of the major religions in the western society ‘the numbers of westerners interested in reincarnation greatly exceed the numbers of westerners attached to Easter or New Age religions’.
 Their introduction justifies their research question and shows what is known about the research topic giving to the reader an interesting view of how this belief has been changing. Walter and Waterhouse did not follow the same methodological approach that had been used in the studies they presented, making it impossible to compare their results with the studies presented. They choose to follow a different perspective trying to understand what means to believe in reincarnation and thus, their interest was to follow those who state to believe in reincarnation and learn what they actually believe and how does it influence their lives. Although Walter and Waterhouse introduce the theme and what is known about it there is no formulation of any kind of hypothesis or expected results. Concerning the literature review the two papers reflect a different approach. Brink stated a previous hypothesis but did not developed the theme of his research and any previous study or theory about it. On the contrary Walter and Waterhouse presented a previous study that framed the research topic but no hypothesis was defined and no expected results were settled.

Qualitative / quantitative approach

A difference between the two papers might be understood when learning whether each research followed a quantitative or qualitative approach. A quantitative approach as Alan Bryman wrote generate ‘quantifiable data of large numbers of people who are known to be representative of a wider population in order to test theories or hypothesis’.
 Considering this opinion of Bryman the research conducted by Brink can be seen as a quantitative research since he started with a preliminary hypothesis that he tried to confirm with his data. Consistent with the point of Bryman is Hennink et al. who wrote that quantitative research serves ‘to quantify a research problem, to measure and count issues and then to generalize these findings to a broader population’.
 However, there is not enough information in Brink’s paper to verify whether his data can be generalized to a larger population. Brink described his participants group, including the number of participants, but there is no information whatsoever of what is the bigger population which this group is supposed to represent and thus, no clear conclusion ca be made regarding the representativeness of his study. In their turn, Walter and Waterhouse, followed a different approach more closely linked with a qualitative research. In their words, they explored ‘what reincarnation means to some of those who believe in it’ and qualitative research, according with Bryman, studies ‘the culture and behaviour of humans and their groups from the point of view of those being studied’.
 Bell and Walters also asserted that qualitative research focus in understanding the personnel experience and views of the participants and they wrote that qualitative researchers ‘are more concerned to understand individuals’ perceptions of the world’.
 Walter and Waterhouse conducted a research whit those interests, to listen and understand what people really consider to be their belief in reincarnation, more than to quantify what percentage of individuals might believe or not in reincarnation, as they stated ‘the intention was not to assemble a representative sample’.
 As Bryman wrote, in qualitative research it is often avoided ‘the formulation of theories and concepts in advance of beginning their field-work’ and in fact, Walter and Waterhouse do not state any hypothesis or set up any possible results, which is in accordance with the qualitative research approach.
 Walter and Waterhouse paper is suitable to be considered as an example of a qualitative research. However, if Brink’s research can be identified as a quantitative research for his statement of a prelaminar hypothesis, the sample used is not clearly explained whether it is representative of a larger population.

Emic / Etic perspective

When developing a research project there are two different positions that a researcher can take, an insider perspective or an outsider perspective. These can be also identified, respectively, as emic or etic perspectives. According with Hennink et al. the first ‘reflects the cultural meaning that people attach to certain facts, events or experiences’.
 The etic perspective reveals the ‘outsider’s points of view, their opinions and beliefs’.
 In their paper, Walter and Waterhouse, took an emic perspective since they tried to understand what is reincarnation for those who believe in it, in their words ‘how those who entertain the idea of reincarnation actually think and talk’. 
 Therefore, from an insider perspective they have taken in to account the experiences of those being studied. On the other hand, Brink studied possible beliefs amongst catholic girls presupposing an incompatibility between those beliefs from an outsider’s perspective, since no reference is made to the opinion of those girls about the consistence of their beliefs in astrology or reincarnation within their belief in the catholic religion.

Methods: questionnaire / interview

The different approaches chosen by the authors are also reflected in the methods followed in each research. Brink collected his results delivering a questionnaire while Walter and Waterhouse had done their research throughout interviews. Walter and Waterhouse explicitly state that the interviews intended to be conducted in the most freely way to the interviewee, being ‘very open-ended’.
 Also their intention was to leave the participant to answer and speak in his own modes and thoughts, with minor interference from the interviewers since the ‘interviewers were careful not to ask leading questions’.
 According with Bryman this method of interviewing that ‘provides minimal guidance and allows considerable latitude for interviewees’ is conducted within qualitative research. Brink, in his research, opted by collecting data through questionnaires, however Brink did not published the questionnaire in his paper and there is an uncertainty whether the statements encountered in the table of results are the questions made to the catholic girls.
 According with Bell and Walters in quantitative research ‘they use techniques that are likely to produce quantified and, if possible, generalizable conclusions’, and in fact regarding the results presented by Brink, these are quantifiable data.
 Also, the use of questionnaires following Bell and Walter’s idea is suitable for a quantitative research because it permits to reach more easily a large group of respondents answering the same questions, improving the amount of data.
 Although there is no certainty whether the number of respondents in Brink’s paper is representative, comparing with the 51 participants in the research of Walter and Waterhouse, Brink reached a bigger group of 227 individuals. The methods chosen in each paper are different, while Brink opted to collect data through a questionnaire, Walter and Waterhouse decided to do interviews. However, in both papers the questions delivered in the questionnaire or in the interviewes were not revealed, so there is no clear information about how they have constructed both the questionnaire in Brink’s paper and in the interviews in Walter and Waterhouse’s paper.

Ethics

Hennink et al. wrote that any research project should ‘undergo a formal assessment by an institutional review board’ to assure that ethical considerations are taken.
 Yet, neither Brink or Walter and Waterhouse stated any ethical commitment. It does not necessarily mean that they do not have followed and thought about ethical positions to adopt, it is just not stated in the paper. The ethical questions are important to provide security between participants and researchers and, as Hennink et al. wrote, ‘carefully consider the ethical principle of doing no harm’.
 Some common ethical questions, as Bell and Walters asserted, are the assurance of anonymity and confidentiality that secure the participant that he will not be identified in the published results.
 Neither paper refers to the participants in a way that they could be identified, respecting their confidentiality. Yet, following Bell and Walters words, ‘anonymity goes one step further by guaranteeing that even the researcher is unable to identify the participant’ and if in Walter and Waterhouse this might be difficult to achieve, without any statement about ethical guidelines it is not known whether Brink secured the anonymity of his respondents. Although without no clear statement in the papers, some care was take when dealing with the participants since confidentiality was granted.

Conclusion

To conclude, the two papers compared in this essay studied issues related with religious beliefs and both engaged with the particular belief in reincarnation. However, Brink’s paper considered the belief in astrology and reincarnation within a group of catholic girls and Walter and Waterhouse studied the meaning of reincarnation for those who believe in it. One difference between these two papers is that Brink presupposed a hypothesis and did not presented any data from previous studies about the research topic and, on the other hand, Walter and Waterhouse presented the development of the belief in reincarnation in the western society in the last years and did not considered any previous assumption to be confirmed by their results. The two papers did not follow the same approach. Walter and Waterhouse intended to understand what reincarnation means amongst those who believe in it, studying it from an emic perspective where the opinion from those under study was the relevant information. For Brink he presented quantifiable data trying to confirm his initial theory and his approach might be close to a quantitative perspective. Even thou, without defining the bigger population to which his sample would be representative there is no certainty whether this study would fit that characteristic of quantitative research. Accordingly, with each approach, since the data to be collected is different the methods used also diverse. While Brink distributed questionnaires Walter and Waterhouse had done interviews to their participants. Neither of the authors referred to any ethical guidelines to be followed throughout the research but in both papers the confidentiality of the participants is respected. These two researches, although studying and questioning similar themes, followed different approaches methodologically. Their way of understanding the research questions proposed and particularly the data they wanted to collect and analyse, resulted in varied information and results.
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