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Introduction
This essay critically compares two papers: Gillian Bennett’s ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’,[footnoteRef:2] an essay from the edited volume Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural published in 1995, and T. L. Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, an article in Review of Religious Research published in 1978.[footnoteRef:3] It begins with a brief description of the authors and the publications in which the papers appeared then examines the methodologies, ethical considerations, and structures of the papers. Both papers centre on belief, Bennett’s with elderly women’s belief in foreknowledge, sometimes alongside other religious beliefs, and Brink’s regarding incompatibility of belief or simultaneous contradictory belief in astrology, reincarnation and Roman Catholicism among Roman Catholic girls. [2:  Gillian Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’, in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker (Logan: Utah State University Press, 1995), pp. 122-142 <DOI: 10.2307/j.ctt46nwn8.13>.]  [3:  T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20.1 (1978), 82-85 <DOI: 10.2307/3509943>.] 


About the Authors
Gillian Bennett specialised in ghost stories, supernatural beliefs, contemporary legend and folklore scholarship.[footnoteRef:4] Bennett had a PhD in language and folklore, and at the time of the chapter’s publication, she was an honorary research associate at the University of Sheffield in the United Kingdom’s National Centre for English Cultural Tradition and Language.[footnoteRef:5] In her research, Bennett used the method of oral narrative, which can be seen in the article ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”’, as well as in her 1987 book Traditions of Belief: Women and the Supernatural, which examines contemporary women’s beliefs about topics related to paranormal and psychic phenomena like premonitions, dreams and extrasensory perception.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  ‘Gillian Bennett (1939-2023)’, The American Folklore Society, 20 December 2023. <https://americanfolkloresociety.org/gillian-bennett-1939-2023/> [accessed 8 March 2024].]  [5:  Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker (Logan: Utah State University Press, 1995), p. 213 <DOI: 10.2307/j.ctt46nwn8>.]  [6:  Gillian Bennett, Traditions of Belief: Women and the Supernatural (London: Penguin, 1987).] 

At the time of publication, T. L. Brink was affiliated with the psychology department of the College of Notre Dame in Belmont, California.[footnoteRef:7] Currently a professor of psychology at Crafton Hills College, where he has taught since 1996, Brink has earned several degrees and has served as a faculty member for several universities. He has written more than a dozen books and encyclopaedia articles and hundreds of journal articles, reviews and conference presentations. His research focuses range from social sciences and religion to mental disorders and oncology. Brink has been a member of several psychology, medical and religious organisations as well.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  T. L. Brink, ‘Psychoanalysis and Catholicism’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 46.1 (1978), 110 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/1462799> [accessed 8 March 2024].]  [8:  ‘Selected Works of T. L. Brink’, bepress, n.d. <https://works.bepress.com/tlbrink/> [accessed 8 March 2024].] 

About the Publications
Gillian Bennett’s paper in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’ is the concluding chapter of the section of the book titled ‘Supernatural Power and Other Worlds: Making Contact’.[footnoteRef:9] Out of the Ordinary is a compilation of essays that explore cultural themes of belief and the supernatural experienced as commonplace as opposed to extraordinary phenomena, in addition to the academic lens through which these topics are scrutinised.[footnoteRef:10] Some of the articles in Out of the Ordinary originated as faculty lectures presented during Utah State University’s 1991 Fife conference on folklore and the supernatural. Other topics included in this volume include Native American communication systems, Modern Spiritualism, and observing zodiac signs for agricultural practices.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Out of the Ordinary, pp. vii-viii.]  [10:  Ibid. p. 219.]  [11:  Ibid. p. ix.] 

T. L. Brink’s research paper, ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, was published in the Autumn 1978 issue of Review of Religious Research, the Religious Research Association’s official quarterly journal, which publishes information pertaining to methods, findings and uses of religious research, including articles, book reviews and reports on research projects.[footnoteRef:12] This issue also featured articles on religious movements like Freemasonry and Sectarianism. His article was one of three in the section ‘Belief, Practice, and Their Effects’.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  ‘Front Matter’, Review of Religious Research, 20.1 (1978), 1-2 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/3509936> [accessed 8 March 2024].]  [13:  Ibid. p. 1.] 


Methodologies
In her research on belief in foreknowledge, Bennett conducted interviews over a five-month period with ‘a fairly homogeneous social and cultural group based on the local neighborhood’.[footnoteRef:14] Her father, a well-established podiatrist in the neighbourhood and the trusted gatekeeper for this study, provided her with demographic information and permitted her to conduct interviews with consenting patients during clinic hours. Bennett interviewed a total of 120 men and women representing a wide age range, narrowing her focus to eighty-seven elderly women representing multiple beliefs but primarily Methodist. Bennett likely used a semi-structured interview format based on excerpts of transcripts she included in her paper. While she prompted the conversation with statements or questions like ‘Tell me how you think you’re psychic’[footnoteRef:15] and ‘What’s this? Tarot cards?’[footnoteRef:16] it was clear that her research took a phenomenological approach and was guided by participants’ responses, as opposed to a predeveloped hypothesis like Brink’s. [14:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming”’, p. 127.]  [15:  Ibid. p. 137.]  [16:  Ibid. p. 138.] 

Whereas Bennett took a qualitative approach with in-depth interviews, Brink sought quantitative data through a ‘questionnaire’.[footnoteRef:17] Bell and Waters would argue that Brink’s measurement tool was a survey, since it ‘gathers information that is used to come to a conclusion about what a group of people think or how they behave’[footnoteRef:18]; therefore, this paper will refer to his chosen research tool as a survey instead of a questionnaire. Brink’s survey measured the views of 227 female junior and senior Catholic high school students. He noted that most of them came from working class families of Polish or Italian descent and that they largely resided in a specific Chicago neighbourhood. The survey was administered during a required religion class, so all the students present participated. It is unclear whether this participation was mandatory or voluntary. Respondents expressed either belief or nonbelief in a series of fourteen statements, twelve of which delt with morality and Catholic doctrine; the final two were general statements about belief in astrology and reincarnation.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.]  [18:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time Researchers, 7th edn. (London: Open University Press, McGraw-Hill Education, 2018), p. 188.]  [19:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.] 

Both papers focused on a specific group of individuals for their research. Bennett started with a wider group of people and narrowed down her focus as her research progressed, aided by demographic information collected and having interviewed a larger number of elderly women compared to other populations in the neighbourhood. Brink’s research participants were already very focused, perhaps too much so, as he used his findings to make a sweeping generalise that ‘[b]elievers in astrology or reincarnation are not significantly less likely to express a belief in Roman Catholic religion’.[footnoteRef:20] These are hasty conclusions, as the statement goes beyond his target population of Catholic high school girls. Brink’s research would have benefitted from widening his group of respondents after the initial data collection, perhaps to include Catholic high school boys. [20:  Ibid. p. 84.] 

In ‘Inter-Faith and Inter-Nationality Attitudinal Variations Among Youth Toward Self, Family and the Collective’, Becker’s research participants included American Catholic high school students from both parochial and public schools, as well as a group of Israeli public high schoolers, against which collected data could be evaluated for comparison.[footnoteRef:21] Brink approached his research with a solid hypothesis,[footnoteRef:22] and he broadly generalised his findings about Catholics and youth without measuring a representative sample.[footnoteRef:23] A conceptual framework like that of Becker’s would have enhanced Brink’s research and allowed him to generalise his findings more accurately. [21:  Tamar Becker, ‘Inter-Faith and Inter-Nationality Attitudinal Variations Among Youth Toward Self, Family and the Collective’, Review of Religious Research, 20.1 (1978), 68-81 (p. 68) <DOI: 10.2307/3509942>.]  [22:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82.]  [23:  Ibid. pp. 84-85.] 

Brink had a very linear structure to his research design, while Bennett’s was more cyclical. Bennett knew she wanted to conduct interviews to gather information, and she allowed the participants and their stories to develop her research questions. If she were to have implemented a mixed methods approach, she possibly could have refined her pool of research participants and avoided superfluous interviews. In chapter six of Out of the Ordinary, titled ‘Supernatural Experience, Folk Belief, and Spiritual Healing’, McClenon surveyed random samples of Chinese and Japanese students, as well as American students and scientists, collecting more than 1,000 narratives of supernatural phenomenon. He then interviewed more than thirty spiritual healers in several Asian countries and the U.S.[footnoteRef:24] While McClenon’s research explored universal features of supernatural narratives, Bennett’s was more localised and sought common experiences among a local neighbourhood; however, her conceptual framework could have been better streamlined by capturing quantitative data and preliminary narratives in a manner similar to McClenon’s before conducting in-depth interviews. This may have allowed her to better focus her research, ultimately saving her time and resources.  [24:  James McClenon, ‘Supernatural Experience, Folk Belief, and Spiritual Healing’, in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker (Logan: Utah State University Press, 1995), pp. 107-121 (p. 107) <DOI: 10.2307/j.ctt46nwn8.12>.] 

Brink’s research would have benefitted from further developing the survey to include more than simply either belief or nonbelief. In ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Walter and Waterhouse explore attitudes regarding reincarnation using survey data to inform their interview study. They note that previous surveys measuring values are limiting in their ability to measure actual belief by confining responses to ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘don’t know’, similar to Brink’s limiting responses. They also stated that there may be significant overlap in beliefs among responses, prompting individuals to respond to such questions with phrases like ‘I think . . .’, ‘maybe . . .’ or ‘perhaps . . .’.[footnoteRef:25] Brink’s present survey, therefore, could function as more of a preliminary study for measuring belief and would benefit from greater depth of investigation. Regardless, the survey tool works for Brink’s research because he was generally seeking to prove a social psychology theory through statistical evaluation rather than to provide qualitative information to support the substitution hypothesis. Bennett’s selection of interviews as a mode for acquiring narrative data also worked for her research because she specifically sought qualitative data through storytelling to add layers to her findings and to provide more of a thick description. Bennett supplements her findings with transcripts and quotes, synthesising the information she gathered from the interviews and analysing her interviewees’ storytelling methods and behaviours ‘to understand culture [. . .] by examining interpretations and look for meanings’.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60.2 (1999), 187-197 (pp. 191-192) <DOI: 10.2307/3711748>.	]  [26:  Monique Hennink and others, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn. (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2020), p. 170.] 


Ethical Considerations
Bennett recognised that the subject matter of her research could be perceived as ‘“delicate” or controversial’,[footnoteRef:27] so she sought not only a space in which participants would feel comfortable sharing personal information but ‘an intermediary to introduce [her] to potential informants and put them at their ease’.[footnoteRef:28] Despite conducting research in her hometown, Bennett was seemingly an outsider, but collaborating with her father allowed her to win the trust of interviewees. Conducting research in a medical practice may bring up ethical questions of privacy, though Bennett specified that all interviewees had agreed to be interviewed and were informed of how the information gathered was to be used. Her interviewees’ privacy and comfort were of great concern to Bennett, demonstrating high ethical standards and the importance of interpersonal reflexivity to her research, as she ‘recognize[d] that the interview setting and the interpersonal dynamic between the researcher and participant can influence knowledge creation’.[footnoteRef:29] Bennett is transparent about her role in the research process, specifying in her introduction that her study also reflects her personal beliefs about how her participants’ ‘social situation and moral code shape the folklore they share’.[footnoteRef:30] [27:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming”’, p. 126.]  [28:  Ibid. p. 126.]  [29:  Hennink, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 19.]  [30:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming”’, p. 122.] 

Based on the information provided in Brink’s paper, it is unclear whether he had any affiliation with the Catholic school at which he administered his survey or if he had any interest in winning the trust of the respondents. Brink did not state whether the purpose of the study was disclosed to respondents, but the inclusion of the two concluding statements on astrology and reincarnation could hint at a level of deception, that perhaps the first twelve questions were intending to misdirect respondents from the true aim of the research. In Doing Your Research Project, however, Bell and Waters recommend addressing sensitive issues at the end of the survey,[footnoteRef:31] so Brink’s approach may have been deliberate and well-meaning as opposed to misleading or ambiguous. While the ethical question of transparency comes into play here, not directly conveying the purpose of the survey could have been intentional so as not to skew results or cause feelings of shame or embarrassment for holding beliefs conflicting with traditional Roman Catholic doctrine. Regardless, Brink appears judgmental of the beliefs he was measuring, not only in his perception of astrology and reincarnation as fatalistic but also in his concluding that one who holds conflicting beliefs appears foolish: ‘the individual who believes in both heaven and reincarnation is something like the man who wears both belt and suspenders’.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research Project, p. 198.]  [32:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 85.] 


Structures of the Papers
In the unlabelled abstract of his paper, Brink summarises his research findings and what the reader could expect from the article. It then moves on to an also unlabelled introduction that cursorily mentions social psychological theories of cognitive consistency. The first subheading of the paper is the hypothesis, which states that it expects respondents to accept only a single belief set. This was a confusing, illogical structure because the results of the study were briefly mentioned—that respondents held conflicting beliefs—then Brink hypothesised that the study would show acceptance of only one of three beliefs. But this had already been stated to the contrary. From there, Brink briefly describes his methodology and includes a table with survey statements, followed by discussions and conclusions, where he makes connections to similar findings in two prior studies and cites several sources with evidence for why respondents did not identify so strongly with Roman Catholicism, rather preferring a belief in astrology or reincarnation. Despite the brevity of the piece, Brink did make the necessary connections and noted that ‘[t]he survey raises more questions than it answers’.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Ibid. p. 84.] 

Bennett’s paper was clearer and structured more efficiently. Her brief introduction includes the focus of the study and what the reader could expect from the remainder of the essay. This was followed by historical perspectives of foreknowledge, divination, omens, premonitions and extrasensory perception dating back to 1642 and leading up to surveys conducted in 1985,[footnoteRef:34] impressively placing her research among the existing literature. She cites British, American and Finnish findings from questionnaires and interviews, noting consistency of her findings with other studies. She provides the context for her research, describing her methodology and interviewees, and she includes a table of demographic information for the group of elderly women her research focused on. Descriptions of her findings were supplemented by several quotes and excerpts from interviews she had conducted, adding to depth to the data collected. While her paper was comprehensive, her conclusion introduced new information on findings that had been excluded from the body of her research.[footnoteRef:35] It seemed a hasty addition; however, it did serve as an explanation of why she had decided to focus on the narratives of the elderly women. [34:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming”’, pp. 123-124.]  [35:  Ibid. pp. 140-141.] 


Conclusion
Both Gillian Bennett’s ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’ and T. L. Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ offer valuable insight into belief systems within specific social groups and showcase differing approaches and outcomes. Bennett’s qualitative analysis, using in-depth interviews, reveals the layers of belief among elderly women and offers a nuanced understanding of folklore and supernatural beliefs. Her transparency and ethical considerations underscore the integrity of her research. Brink’s quantitative approach, on the other hand, uses surveys to explore inconsistencies in belief among Catholic high school girls, and he raises questions about cognitive consistency and belief in Roman Catholicism, astrology and reincarnation. While Bennett’s paper maintains a clear structure, Brink’s comes across as somewhat ambiguous in its intent and its findings. And whereas Bennett provides rich narrative insights, Brink offers statistical validation, emphasising the complementary nature of differing research methods in illuminating complex social phenomena. Through this comparative analysis, it becomes evident that interdisciplinary perspectives and methodological pluralism are crucial for enhancing our understanding of belief systems and cultural practices.
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