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HPCA7016 Researching Contemporary Cosmologies 

Assignment One – A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
2653 Words

Introduction 
This essay is a critical comparison of two secondary sources; Gillian Bennett’s ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I'd Have Baked Cake: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in A Neighbourhood Group’[footnoteRef:1], from the 1995 book Out Of The Ordinary, and T.L. Brink's article ‘Inconsistency Of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, published in the Review of Religious Research in 1978.[footnoteRef:2] After a brief discussion of the context of publication, the comparison will focus on three areas of investigation.  [1:  Gillian Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group. In Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker, (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1995), pp. 122-142.]  [2:  Terry L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, Autumn, 1978, Vol.20, No.1, (Springer, 1978), pp. 82-85.
Available at: <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3509943>	[Accessed 18/3/22]] 

The methodology described by each researcher is explored, and the chosen method of data collection and analysis is assessed for its’ appropriateness to the inquiry being conducted.  Next, ethical issues presented by these research methods are considered along with steps that the researchers have taken to address them. Finally, the structure of each of the papers is examined, focusing on how the authors have utilised previous scholarship and have positioned their work in relation to it.
These papers were chosen because they are helpful in demonstrating the difference between qualitative and quantitative methods, and in highlighting ethical considerations and reporting conventions that apply to them both. 

Context
Terry Brink is a psychologist with a publishing record[footnoteRef:3] spanning more than forty-years. This paper was published early in his career in a peer reviewed journal with a focus on research concerned with religion. Google Scholar reveals 225 articles written by him and published between 1976 and 2019. Much of his published work focused on mental health screening and the development of diagnostic tools for use with geriatric populations. Gillian Bennett’s field of expertise is folklore and legends and in 2018 The Folklore Society awarded her The Coote Lake Medal for outstanding scholarship and research. Her article is not a summary of her research and her findings, written up in a compact and matter of fact way for a specialist journal. It is a chapter in a book that stemmed from a conference in Utah in 1991.[footnoteRef:4]  The conference and the book focussed on the supernatural and folklore, aspects of human experience most often explicitly excluded from scientific discourse and literary scholarship.  [3:  T.L. Brink – Google Scholar.  Available at: <scholar.google.com>		[Accessed 18/3/22]]  [4:  Barbara Walker, Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1995), p.ix.] 

Both sources have been peer reviewed, and both authors have considerable experience and are well respected in their fields.


Methodology
Terry Brink and Gillian Bennett are accomplished scholars in different academic disciplines with different professional practices and theoretical perspectives.[footnoteRef:5] This is reflected in their choice of methodology. Brink applied a scientific model and used a quantitative tool to test an hypothesis. A useful definition of ‘hypothesis’ is provided by Judith Bell and Stephen Waters in their 2018 book Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-time Researchers. Citing Verma and Beard, they state that it is ‘A tentative proposition which is subject to verification through subsequent investigation.’ [footnoteRef:6] Brink bases his hypothesis in positivist cognitive theories[footnoteRef:7] that characterised mid-twentieth-century psychology as the discipline strove to justify its description as ‘the science of mind and human behaviour’.[footnoteRef:8] Brink used a short questionnaire requiring only yes or no responses. This is presented in his article with a summary of the responses to it.[footnoteRef:9] Twelve of the fourteen questions address points of Catholic doctrine and practice. These topics may or may not have formed part of the curriculum of the religious studies classes in which the questionnaires were distributed and completed. The questionnaire may or may not have been perceived by respondents as a test rather than an enquiry from a researcher genuinely interested in their answers.  The last two statements ‘I believe in astrology’ and ‘I believe in reincarnation’ are the only two questions that use the phrase ‘I believe’.  [5:  C. Cresswell, ‘The Uses of Theory’ in Research Design, (SAGE), p128. ]  [6:  ‘A tentative proposition which is subject to verification through subsequent investigation.’ Verma and Beard, What is Education Research?,  (Gower, 1981), p.184. Cited by Judith Bell & Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-time Researchers, 7th edition (2018), (London: McGraw-Hill, 1987), p.309.]  [7:  Terry L. Brink, IBRCG, 1978, p.82.]  [8:  “As a science psychology functions as both a thriving academic discipline and a vital professional practice, one dedicated to the study of human behaviour - and the thoughts, feelings, and motivations behind it - through observation, measurement, and testing, in order to form conclusions that are based on sound scientific methodology.” The British Psychological Society website 2022. 				Available at: <https://www.bps.org.uk>	[Accessed 18/3/2022]]  [9: Terry L. Brink, IBRCG, 1978, p.83. ] 

 
Brink analysed his results by comparing the responses of those who indicated a belief in astrology or re-incarnation with those who did not. He presents the results in a table[footnoteRef:10] which does contain some unexplained statistical calculations but is otherwise clear enough to support his preliminary finding that the hypothesis was not confirmed.  Although it was theoretically proposed that humans are predisposed not to hold beliefs that contradict each other;[footnoteRef:11] students at a Roman Catholic Girls school on a day in June 1976 did express conflicting beliefs. Brink then discusses scholarship that has observed a similar pattern[footnoteRef:12] and theories that might explain why such a pattern exists.  The article does not reflect on the experience of the respondents either in participating in the research or in believing in things that were theoretically incompatible. [10:  ibid.]  [11:  Terry L. Brink, IBRCG, 1978, p.82.]  [12:  Terry L. Brink, IBRCG, 1978, p.84.] 


Gillian Bennett’s research was directed at eliciting exactly the sort of things that Brink's research could not record. The research Bennett discusses was conducted in 1981[footnoteRef:13] and utilised a qualitative tool in pursuit of phenomenological[footnoteRef:14] ethnography.[footnoteRef:15] Her methodology was chosen to be sensitive to the experience of the people she wanted to know about.  She collected narrative data by recording semi-structured interviews based around a short list of open questions. Bennett writes that she recorded 170 hours of interviews. These interviews would have been transcribed verbatim[footnoteRef:16] before she could begin any analysis. She mentions there were difficulties getting started with her data gathering.  For this type of research to be successful in obtaining the rich description desired, it is crucial that the respondents feel comfortable and at ease with both the researcher and the environment in which the interviews are conducted.  [13:  Gillian Bennett, ‘Heavenly Protection and Family Unity: The Concept of the Revenant among Elderly Urban Women’ Folklore, 1985, Vol. 96, No. 1 (Taylor & Francis, 1985), pp. 87-97.
	Available at: <https://www.jstor.org /stable/1259907> 	[Accessed 18/3/22]]  [14: First used by Edmund Husserl to mean ‘Concerned with the structures of consciousness as experienced from the first-person point of view.’ Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy.				 Available at: <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/phenomenology> [Accessed 20/3/22]]  [15:  Ethnography is defined as the ‘systematic collection of data relating to the study of people in naturally occurring settings.’ Judith Bell, Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First-time Researchers, 7th edn. 2018 (London: McGraw-Hill, 1987), p. 308.]  [16:  Monique Hennink, Inga Hutter, Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (London: SAGE,2011), p.211.] 


Ethics
There is no discussion of ethics in either source.  In 1979 the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Behavioural Research created the Belmont Report.[footnoteRef:17] This key publication identifies three core principles for ethical research. In the book Qualitative Research Methods, Hennick, Hutter and Bailey list these as: [17:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, 2011, p.62.] 


Respect of persons. Participant’s welfare should always take precedence over the interests of science or society. Participants should be treated with courtesy and respect, and they should enter into research voluntarily and with adequate information.
Benefice. Researchers should strive to maximise the benefits of the research for wider society and to minimise the potential risks to research participants 
Justice. researchers should ensure that research procedures are administered in a fair non exploitive and well considered manner. [footnoteRef:18] [18:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, 2011, p.63.] 


 The Belmont Report is the standard reference in the UK for the institutional review boards that formally assess and authorise research studies.[footnoteRef:19] From these core principles arise five key considerations for ethical research: informed consent; self-determination; minimisation of harm; anonymity and confidentiality.[footnoteRef:20] The researcher must make every effort to be clear about the purpose of the research and communicate that to participants in a way that they can understand.  Ethical research requires not only a commitment to prevent intentional harm, requiring good research design but also consideration of the potential for unintentional harm that may arise whilst research is being conducted or later with publication. Anonymising data and ensuring secure storage of it are vital for protecting participants.  [19:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, 2011, p.62.]  [20:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, 2011, p.63.] 


Informed consent[footnoteRef:21] is considered fundamental to any research which involves human participants. It is confirmation that each respondent has agreed to take part voluntarily and understands what the research entails and any risks associated with it.  Participation is always voluntary, and respondents must be informed of their right to refuse to answer any question and their right to withdraw from the project. Brink does not mention consent at all, and his cohort of teenagers might now be deemed incapable of giving informed consent because of their age. Presenting the questionnaire to participants in school hours during a lesson, raises a question about their perception of participation. Were they consenting voluntarily or merely complying with the instructions of their teacher? A similar scenario can be envisaged with Bennetts project.   [21:  Bell and Waters, 2018, p.310.] 

Bennett writes that ‘with their permission’[footnoteRef:22] she interviewed her father’s patients whilst they were attending his chiropody clinic.  His status as a doctor and as a trusted member of the community lends credence to Bennett and her research but could be seen as an imbalance of personal power with potential to impact issues of consent. Respondents might agree to participate because they are used to acting on his advice. This family connection and the existing relationships between the researcher (Bennett), research assistant (Bennett’s father) and the research respondents (the research assistant’s patients) serve to position Bennett as an insider.  [22:  Gillian Bennett, IIKYWC, 1995, p.127.] 


 My father was my co-worker, using his long association with his patients to reassure them and put them at their ease in what might, in other circumstances, have been a difficult situation. [footnoteRef:23] [23:  Gillian Bennett, ‘Heavenly Protection and Family Unity: The Concept of the Revenant among Elderly Urban Women’ Folklore, 1985, Vol. 96, No. 1 (Taylor & Francis, 1985), p.87.] 


She is connected to the community in such a way that she ‘speaks their language’.[footnoteRef:24] Bennett writes that she was able to obtain demographic information from her father after the interviews, but she does not confirm that her respondents gave permission for this. [24:    SPEAK THE LANGUAGE CITATION] 


Neither article states how the author stored their data or how long for. Today there is guidance and legislation to protect the personal data and guard the privacy of individuals. It is a legal requirement under GDPR 2016[footnoteRef:25] for the holder of data to document how that data is collected and where it is stored.  This legislation also requires that only accurate data, sufficient for a specific, legitimate purpose is collected. Data should not be kept longer than the time necessary for the purpose it was collected.  There are exceptions to some of these strictures including data collected for academic research. However, since the United Kingdom left the European Union in 2020, UK GDPR 2018 and the UK Data Protection Act 2018 have superseded the GDPR 2016.[footnoteRef:26] Thus, it is essential for researchers to check the legislation applicable in the country where the research will take place.  For a research project to qualify for exemption the researcher needs to show why the project should be exempt. [25:  General Data Protection Regulation (EU GDPR). Available at: <https://gdpr-info.eu>	[Accessed 20/3/22]]  [26:  Information Commission, Available at: <https://www.ico.org.uk>	[Accessed 20/3/22]] 


Structure 
The structure of Brink’s article is clear and straightforward conforming to a standard used in writing up scientific research. At every step, Brink locates his work in relation to established scholarship. The paper begins with an abstract which is not labelled as such but is italicized to stand out. A paragraph follows which serves the purpose of literature review. After that Brink uses headings to identify three different sections of the paper:  Hypothesis; Methodology and Results; and Discussion and Conclusion. 
At first glance the structure of Gillian Bennett’s article is quite different, reflecting the focus of its content and the context of publication. The immediately striking difference is the length. Brink’s paper is four pages, Gillian Bennett’s is twenty-three. That said she also uses headings, and the chapter is divided into sections that serve similar purposes to those used by Terry Brink.
Brink’s article begins with an abstract that gives a short summary of his research project. The size and demographics of the cohort sampled are stated and the theoretical background to the hypothesis are described.  A summary of the preliminary is finding given and a conclusion is stated. This is followed by a literature review which identifies the theorists and the theories on which the hypothesis has been based.  Brink then states the hypothesis that his research questionnaire was designed to test. 

…it is hypothesised that a study of beliefs of adolescent girls will show an acceptance of only one of these three belief sets Roman Catholic astrology reincarnation accompanied by a rejection of others.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Terry L. Brink, IBRCG, 1978, p.82.] 


Gillian Bennett begins with a citation from the early 18th century British antiquarian John Beaumont[footnoteRef:28] and immediately hones-in on the aspect of human experience that her research is concerned with. That the distinction between unbidden experience of dreams, visions and presentiments have always been categorised differently to practices of divination and interpretation.[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Gillian Bennett, IIKYWC, 1995, p.122.]  [29:  Gillian Bennett, IIKYWC, 1995, p.122.] 

This first paragraph serves the same purpose as Brink’s, introducing the focus of her investigation and her cohort and stating her conclusion; that she believes that social situation and moral code shape the shared understanding of folklore, particularly that concerned with foreknowledge, of a population of elderly women. Bennett then surveys the historical perspective on her topic and situates her work in relation to 200-years of previous scholarship.

Both authors then provide their reader with a description of their research methodology. Bennett’s is headed ‘Research Context’ and Brink’s is called ‘Procedures and Results’, both fulfil the function of providing greater detail of the size and demographics of the cohort, the conditions under which the research was carried out and what it entailed.  Brink combines this with a discussion of his results. He notes that his hypothesis was not confirmed and refers to scholarship that has discerned a similar pattern. 
Bennett describes the willingness of her participants to discuss foreknowledge[footnoteRef:30]and presents her results in the next section, which has the heading ‘Belief and Stories About the Future’[footnoteRef:31]. Both authors use a table to facilitate understanding of the data they collected, and Bennett includes extended excerpts from the verbatim transcripts of her interviews. [30:  Gillian Bennett, IIKYWC, 1995, p.127.]  [31:  Gillian Bennett, IIKYWC, 1995, p.128.] 


Bennett divides her analysis into two parts the first is labelled ‘Traditional Values and Roles.’[footnoteRef:32] Here she elaborates on the demographic information of the previous section and considers what might be inferred from her qualitative data (the interviews) in light of this information. Her transcripts provide her with an emic perspective, that of the experience of her respondents in their own words. [32:  Gillian Bennett, IIKYWC, 1995, p.133.] 

By looking at the context in which they live their lives she is aiming for verstehen, that is understanding derived by ‘studying people’s lived experiences which occur in a specific historical and social context.’[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, 2011, p.17] 


Telling stories like these is one way a woman may claim status and yet not challenge the conventional perception of her proper role. Being capable of having such experiences – being “a little bit psychic,” in the women’s terminology – confers authority on its possessor, but not improper power.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Gillian Bennett, IIKYWC, 1995, p.134.] 


Bennetts analysis takes her research beyond the ethnographic exercise of documenting folktales, to a deeper understanding of the impact of the women’s social and historical context on the way they feel and talk about extraordinary experience. The second part of Bennetts analysis is presented in a separate section with the heading ‘Negative aspects of Psychic Power’[footnoteRef:35] In this section she adds weight to her emerging theory that such beliefs serve a functional purpose. She asserts that the biggest taboo for these women was to actively exploit psychic gifts. The women treat their experience of palmistry or visits to astrologers differently; joking, saying they did it to keep some-one company or for a dare belies discomfort.  Actively seeking rather than passively receiving is about deliberately stepping out of the traditional ‘female virtues of intuition, caring and sensitivity’[footnoteRef:36]the attributes reinforced by the experience of second sight.  [35:  Gillian Bennett, IIKYWC, 1995, p.136.]  [36:  Gillian Bennett, IIKYWC, 1995, p.139.] 


Bennett’s conclusion is that more research would be beneficial to see if her findings are reproduced in other demographic cohorts. She has induced a theory and desires to investigate its scope.

Brink concludes that his survey raises more questions than it answers. He states that further research on the topic is necessary to establish the factors influencing belief and without mentioning social constructivism[footnoteRef:37] proffers the suggestion that ‘Numerous and competing cultural influences could lie behind the observed results.’[footnoteRef:38]   [37:  Social constructivism posits that ‘…the process of understanding is not automatically driven by the forces of nature but is the result of an active co-operative enterprise of persons in relationship. In this light, inquiry is invited into the historical and cultural bases of various forms of world construction.’ Kenneth J. Gergen, ‘The Social Constructionist Movement’, American Psychologist, (American Psychological Association, 1985), Vol 40, No.3, p.267.	Available at: <DOI: 10.1037/0003-066X.40.3.266> 	[Accessed 20/3/22]]  [38:  Terry L. Brink, IBRCG, 1978, p.82.] 

Summary
Both sources are well-structured and well-written articles. The methods used by each researcher reflect their research objectives. Brink used a simple questionnaire to test an hypothesis derived from a corpus of mid-twentieth century social-science scholarship. In relation to his sample cohort of teenage girls, his position is that of an outsider. He does not provide any evidence of reflection upon his relationship to either his question or this cohort. He discusses his findings with reference to research that has produced similar results and theoretical perspectives that might explain them. The fact that his hypothesis was not confirmed does not mean the exercise was a failure; rather it opens the door to further investigation.
Bennett used a qualitative research tool to compile narrative data and induce theory from it. She wasn’t quite an insider, but she was closely connected with her primary sample group. Both conclude that there is much scope for further investigation. 

Conclusion 
These articles demonstrate the skilful application of two different research tools by talented researchers. Each methodology has its strengths and weaknesses, and in most applications the sequential use of a combination of tools is appropriate. 
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