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[bookmark: _Hlk224141175]Introduction:
This essay compares two well-structured studies that explore the coexistence of multiple and potentially conflicting belief frameworks:  Brink’s 1978 quantitative investigation of Catholic adolescent schoolgirls’ beliefs and Walter and Waterhouse’s 1999 qualitative study of reincarnation in contemporary England.[footnoteRef:1]  Separated by more than two decades and grounded in different disciplinary backgrounds, the authors bring contrasting areas of expertise and methodological procedures shape the questions they ask and the kinds of knowledge they consider valid.  [1:  T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology and Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20.1 (1978), 82–85; Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60.2 (1999), 187–197.] 

When the papers are read separately, they offer dramatically different methodologies and reflexivity and seek different understandings, however when they are read in tandem as opposed to isolation, they demonstrate that a methodologic divergence does not prevent an empirical convergence. Both papers reveal that individuals often hold multiple, overlapping and sometimes contradictory belief frameworks.
The essay also considers the ethical stance of each publication, using a contemporary lens to highlight how significantly research ethics have evolved.

Synopsis of the Brink (1978) and Walter and Waterhouse (1999):
Brink (1978) 
Brink’s study is a quantitative investigation designed to test the hypothesis that simultaneous belief in the Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation is logically incompatible.  Using a yes/no questionnaire administered to adolescent girls at a Catholic school, the expectation was that acceptance of one of the three belief systems, (Catholicism, astrology, or reincarnation) would entail the rejection of the other two.[footnoteRef:2] His findings did not confirm this hypothesis.  Instead, the results revealed patterns of belief that raised more questions than they answered, particularly regarding how adolescents navigate multiple, potentially conflicting belief frameworks.[footnoteRef:3]   [2:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.]  [3:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, pp.84-85.] 

Walter and Waterhouse (1999) 
In contrast, Walter and Waterhouse do not test a hypothesis.  Their qualitative study explores how individuals who seriously entertain the idea of reincarnation explain their understanding of it.[footnoteRef:4] Participants were recorded while being encouraged to talk about reincarnation in their own words. After analyzing the taped narratives Walter and Waterhouse concluded that belief in reincarnation can comfortably coexist with participants that attend church regularly and that such beliefs had very little impact on their daily life.  They argue that belief in reincarnation does not signal any revolutionary shift in religious views, but instead represents a detached and private form of belief.[footnoteRef:5]     [4:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 192.]  [5:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 196.] 

Background of the Authors relevant to the papers.
When comparing the authors of the two papers, it is important to consider both, their disciplinary backgrounds and the stage each had reached in their academic careers at the time of publication.  T.L Brink completed his Ph.D. at the University of Chicago in the early to mid-1970s and conducted his research for the 1978 paper only a few years later, representing early career work shaped by a quantitative psychological orientation.  
By contrast, Tony Walter earned his Ph.D. around the same time period[footnoteRef:6] but was a well-established mid-career scholar by the time the 1999 study appeared.  He is a British sociologist and one of the UK’s most influential figures in death studies.  Walter’s work is rooted in the sociology of death, dying, bereavement and contemporary belief.  His co-author Helen Waterhouse is a scholar of contemporary religion, whose research on Buddhism in Britain and on modern belief systems, including reincarnation, brings a complementary expertise in lived religion and spiritual practice.    [6:  Tony Walter, ‘Curriculum Vitae’, n.d. <https://independent.academia.edu/WalterTony/CurriculumVitae> [accessed 2 March 2026].
] 

Taken together, the authors of the two publications inhabit different epistemological paradigms, work in different historical moments and write from different stages of their careers. These contextual differences shape the assumptions they bring to their research methodology and the kinds of questions they consider meaningful. 
Ethical Considerations:
The ethical considerations surrounding Brink (1978) and Walter and Waterhouse (1999) require attention both to the historical norms under which the study was conducted and the contemporary standards that now govern research involving human participants and in particular venerable categories such as minors. 
Historical Ethical Context:
Based on the available sources, neither publication includes a formal discussion of consent forms, data security or privacy protocols, even though both studies involved minors.   Brink’s research was undertaken in June of 1976, which is approximately two years after a U.S. federal mandate requiring all federally funded projects to be subject to an Institutional Review Board (IRB).  It was not until the publication of the Belmont report (written in 1978 and published in 1979), which articulated the principles of informed consent.[footnoteRef:7] Consequently Brink’s 1978 publication sits within a transitional period between post-IRB mandate but pre-widespread implementation of ethical review of social-science research.   Similarly, Walter and Waterhouse, also makes no reference to ethics, privacy or consent procedures despite the existence of the British Sociological Association’s 1992 statement of ethical practice, which offered guidance but was no yet universally required by journals.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, ‘The Belmont Report’, Office for Human Research Protections, n.d. https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/belmont-report/read-the-belmont-report/index.html [accessed 2 March 2026].]  [8:  British Sociological Association, ‘Statement of Ethical Practice’, Sociology, 26.4 (1992), 703–707 https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038592026004011.] 

Contemporary Ethical Standards: 
[bookmark: _Hlk222220218]Although neither Brink (1978) nor Walter and Waterhouse (1999) were obligated to publish an ethics statement or obtain parental consent, participant assent, or formal ethical approval at the time of their publications, contemporary standards highlight how different the ethical landscape would be if these studies were undertaken today.  Both studies were published when journals did not routinely require ethics statements and when institutional oversight for social sciences was unevenly implemented and rarely enforced.   Acknowledging this historical context avoids judging the authors retroactively by standards that were not yet fully established. However, it does underscore how current expectations would significantly alter the design and reporting of the research.   
This ethical shift is especially evident between Walter and Waterhouse’s voluntary interviews with adults and school children who participated freely without institutional pressure, and Brink’s compulsory involvement of minors in a religious school setting, where refusal may have carried real or perceived consequences. Taken together these contrasts illustrate how contemporary ethical frameworks place a far greater emphasis on autonomy, voluntariness and the protection of vulnerable participants, such as minors, making Brink’s approach ethically untenable today even though it reflected common practice at the time.   
Methodology: 
Participant Selection and Demographics:
The two studies had different research aims and these aims shaped both the number and types of participants selected for their respective studies.   Brink (1978) employed a tightly bounded homogeneous sample of 227 adolescent girls, that attended the same Catholic school, on Chicago’s northwest side.  The group was predominantly working class and largely of Polish and Italian extraction.[footnoteRef:9]  All participants completed the questionnaire in a required religious education class in June of 1976, participation was therefore non-voluntary, determined entirely by classroom attendance on the day the questionnaire was administered.  Brink’s large sample size reflects the expectations of a quantitative, hypothesis-testing research, where statistical analysis requires sufficient numbers for comparison and significance testing.  [9:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p.83.] 

 In contrast Walter and Waterhouse (1999) recruited volunteer participants, primarily adults within the age range of 40-80 years old, from the southwest of England, with an overall higher social class profile.   Although their total pool included 30 adults and 21 children, the published analysis focuses exclusively on the adults.    The authors noted that their interviewees were broadly similar to reincarnationists identified by the European Values Survey in terms of gender distribution, two-thirds female, and conventional religiosity, one third involved in a church.[footnoteRef:10]   Crucially; Walter and Waterhouse applied explicit exclusion criteria, omitting individuals that believed in reincarnation because their religion mandated it (e.g. Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists and self-identified New Agents adherents). Walter and Waterhouse state in their paper that they were not looking for a representative sample of participants but for those that seriously entertained the idea of reincarnation.  The smaller sample size is appropriate for qualitative, interpretivist research, where the depth of the narrative is prioritized over numerical breadth.   [10:  European Values Study, ‘Survey 1990’, n.d. https://europeanvaluesstudy.eu/methodology-data-documentation/previous-surveys-1981-2008/survey-1990/ [accessed 2 March 2026].] 

Although the two studies differ sharply in method, scale and participant autonomy, they share one important methodological feature:  neither study sought a representative cross-section of society.  Instead, both used a tightly controlled, deliberately bounded populations tailored to their specific research objectives; Brink to a quantitative hypothesis about belief inconsistency among Catholic adolescent girls, and Walter and Waterhouse to discover a range of meanings given to the idea of reincarnation. 
Comparative Overview of the Authors’ Use of Literature:
Walter and Waterhouse (1999) draw from sociological literature concerned with religiosity in contemporary Western culture. They cite Berger’s notion of a “religious supermarket,” in which religious belief has become a matter of personal choice.[footnoteRef:11]  Additionally they cite Davie’s concept of “believing without belonging”, where individuals maintain private beliefs even when they no longer participate in instructional or ritual forms of Christianity[footnoteRef:12]. This framework enables Walter and Waterhouse to explain how people can hold a series of Christian ideas while simultaneously entertaining beliefs that are inconsistent with Christian doctrine such as “reincarnation.”   [11:  Peter L. Berger, The Social Reality of Religion (London: Faber & Faber, 1969).]  [12:  Grace Davie, ‘Believing without Belonging: Is This the Future of Religion in Britain?’, Social Compass, 37 (1990), 455–469.] 

In contrast, the theoretical basis for the Brink’s (1978) study is primarily derived from social psychological theories of attitude structure, for example, Festinger (1957) theory of cognitive dissonance.[footnoteRef:13] Festinger reframes the word “inconsistency” with the word “dissonance” to avoid the logical connotation of the former.[footnoteRef:14]  He argues that dissonance produces psychological discomfort that motivates individuals to not only reduce dissonance but to actively avoid situations and information that would likely increase dissonance.[footnoteRef:15]   Brink, however reintroduces positivism logic by returning to the language of “inconsistency” and proposing that from a purely logical framework, incompatible beliefs should not exist.   [13:  Leon Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1957).]  [14:  Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, p. 2.]  [15:  Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, p. 3.] 

Although both Brink (1978) and Walter and Waterhouse (1999) examine the compatibility of seemingly inconsistent beliefs, they do so from distinct epistemological paradigms, and arrive at similar conclusions for different reasons.  Brink interprets inconsistency amongst adolescent Catholic girls stems from uncertainty and confusion.[footnoteRef:16]  Whereas Walter and Waterhouse interpret similar patterns amongst adults as expressions of private, low-impact belief that coexist comfortably with church attendance.[footnoteRef:17]   [16:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p.85]  [17:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 196.] 

It is noteworthy that Walter and Waterhouse (1999) did not reference Brink’s study, which would have seemed pertinent given their convergent themes.   This omission may have been due to the different disciplinary framework of the two studies. Brink’s reliance on a binary yes/no questionnaire, produces what Geertz would call a “thin description” offering little interpretative nuance, whereas Walter and Waterhouse’s open-ended narrative approach enables a  “thick description” grounded in participants own meaning-making.[footnoteRef:18]   Additionally, although they interviewed 21 children, Walter and Waterhouse did not present their findings on these specific interviews, and thus citing the Brink’s adolescent-focused study may have introduced an additional level of comparison that was outside of their focus.   [18:  Clifford Geertz, ‘Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture’, in The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), pp. 3–30.] 

Reflexivity of the Authors: 
Reflexivity in research refers to the researchers’ awareness of how their own presence backgrounds, methodological choices and belief systems shape both the production and interpretation of the data.  In positivist traditions, reflexivity is not merely ignored but is largely designed out of the research process, since positivism assumes that valid knowledge can and should be generated through objective observer-independent methods.  By contrast reflexivity is an essential component of interpretivists approaches, which recognize that meanings are often co-constructed between researcher and participant.  This contrast is sharply evident in the two publications being compared in this essay.  Walter and Waterhouse demonstrate proactive and methodological reflexivity: explicitly acknowledging their disciplinary lenses. They strove for open ended questions and allowed interviewees to speak in their own terms.[footnoteRef:19] They also strengthen their interpretive reliability by jointly listening to the taped interviewers, ensuring that no single disciplinary perspective dominates the analysis.  [19:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189] 

[bookmark: _Hlk222400025]Brink by contrast, exhibits no proactive reflexivity in his research design. His study relies on a compulsory yes/no questionnaire administered to all students present in the class that day, thereby eliminating any ambiguity of volunteer bias, but also eliminating any opportunity for participants to articulate their own understanding.  His analysis reduces the responses to a single table and a chi-squared comparison. Brink does, however, display a degree of reactive reflexivity when confronted with unexpected findings.  He admits that his study, as applied, raises more questions than it answers and he acknowledges he cannot explain inconsistencies in student beliefs.  Walter and Waterhouse in contrast, explicitly critique the short comings of simple questionnaires on reincarnation noting that such as yes/don’t-know/no, bear little resemblance to how people think and talk about the subject.  They therefore clarify that their respondents were not a sample of those who actually believe in reincarnation but a sample of those who seriously entertain the idea[footnoteRef:20].  [20:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 192.] 

Ultimately the contrast between Brinks’s study and that of and Walter and Waterhouse demonstrate that reflexivity is not merely a matter of a researcher’s self-awareness but a determinant of what can be known.   Brink’s non-reflexive design produces “thin descriptions”, surface level data that can be tabulated but are limited in interpretive depth, whereas Walter and Waterhouse reflexive stance produces a “thick description” of meaningful insights, from which meaning emerges when researches attend to context and nuance and interpretive complexity. The comparison underscores that that the degree of reflexivity fundamentally shapes the depth and validity of the findings. 
Conclusions: 
These two papers could not be more different in paradigm, method, epistemology, reflexivity, sampling, or analytic logic.  Brink’s positivist, quantitative, non-reflexive design produces what Geertz refers to as a “thin-description” surface-level patterns expressed as tabulated percentages. In contrast, Walter and Waterhouse’s interpretivist and reflexive approach yields a “thick-description” allowing participants to articulate their own meanings in narrative form.  Yet, when these publications are read in tandem as opposed to isolation, they demonstrate that a methodologic divergence does not prevent an empirical convergence. 
Reflexivity is central to this contrast.  Brinks non-reflexive design assumes that belief can be measured objectively through fixed categories and his analysis reflects the limits of his assumption, producing more questions than answers.  Walter and Waterhouse by contrast adopt a reflexive stance that acknowledges their own disciplinary lenses and also allows participants to articulate their beliefs with their own voice.  The contrast underscores that reflexivity is not a stylistic preference but a determent factor in what can be known. 
Viewed through a contemporary ethical lens, both studies fall short of today’s ethical standards, particularly regarding participant autonomy and the involvement of minors.   Neither paper mentions parental consent, privacy and data protections, and in Brink’s case, the adolescents were not volunteers and likely had no opportunity to opt out.  Recognizing the historical context avoids retroactive judgement, but it also highlights how ethical landscape has evolved. 
Taken together, these studies show that the way belief is studied shapes what belief appears to be:  whether inconsistencies are interpreted as manifestations of adolescent confusion, as in Brink, or as private meaningful belief systems that exist outside formal religious structures as in Walter and Waterhouse.  Despite these differing perspectives, both studies suggest that plural, layered, belief is not an anomaly but is a stable feature of contemporary religiosity.  
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