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You will compare and contrast the methodologies used in TWO research papers and discuss the position of the researchers in relation to their fields of research.
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Introduction
This essay compares T L Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’,[footnoteRef:1] published in Rice University’s Review of Religious Research 1978, with Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s paper ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’,[footnoteRef:2] published in Sociology of Religion 1999. The papers are similar in theme, as they both explore belief in reincarnation in western society, although Brink’s focus is not belief in reincarnation per se. His paper is interested in inconsistent beliefs generally. [1:  Brink, T. L. Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation. Review of Religious Research, vol. 20, no. 1, [Religious Research Association, Inc., Springer], 1978, pp. 82–85, https://doi.org/10.2307/3509943.]  [2:  Walter, Tony, and Helen Waterhouse. A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England. Sociology of Religion, vol. 60, no. 2, [Oxford University Press, Association for the Sociology of Religion, Inc.], 1999, pp. 187–97, https://doi.org/10.2307/3711748.] 

This essay will examine the authors’ methodology, their positionality, before going on to look at how effectively they related their fieldwork data to relevant academic literature.

Methodology
Recruiting participants
Brink aimed to test a congruency-of-belief hypothesis among schoolgirls by exploring whether they believed in God, astrology and/or reincarnation simultaneously.[footnoteRef:3] Brink assumed their apparent Catholicism would exclude belief in astrology/reincarnation. He recruited 227 students from a girls’ Catholic high school in Chicago.  [3:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls p82] 

Walter and Waterhouse recruited a smaller sample group as they did not intend ‘to assemble a representative sample.’[footnoteRef:4]  Unlike Brink’s positivist, probability approach, selecting his sample on the assumption that the girls were likely to believe that Catholicism was ‘the one for them’[footnoteRef:5], Walter and Waterhouse were not looking to extrapolate general characteristics of a particular representative group.  [4:  Walters and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p.189]  [5:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls p 84] 

Unlike Brink, Walter and Waterhouse interviewed adults, as well as young people. This gave them a wider spectrum of views, despite being a smaller sample group. Walter and Waterhouse were also more selective in their recruitment of participants than Brink, excluding Hindu, Sikh and Buddhist, as well as ‘obvious New Agers’.[footnoteRef:6]  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey suggest that a ‘study population needs to be clearly defined so that you can determine who is eligible to participate in the study.’[footnoteRef:7] Walter and Waterhouse linked their exclusion rationale very clearly to their original research topic, suggesting that that they defined their study population more clearly than Brink, with his convenience sampling. [6:  Walters and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p.189]  [7:  Hennink, Hutter, I., & Bailey, A., Qualitative research methods 2nd edition. (London, SAGE, 2020). p 94] 

The two papers describe different methods for recruiting their participants. Brink’s survey was administered in school, during class, and whoever was present in class that day received the questionnaire, which was a form of “opportunity” sampling.  Bell and Waters explain that such samples are ‘generally acceptable, as long as the make-up of the sample is clearly stated and the limitations of the data are realized.’[footnoteRef:8]  Brink does describe the make-up of the sample group – girls from working-class Polish and Italian families from Chicago but fails to explore the limitations that such a convenience sample might have had on data collection. For example, when his survey produces unexpected data, Brink cites findings of sociologists like Wuthnow (who attributes changes in belief to social changes) rather than exploring the limitations of the fact that he had sampled a very homogeneous group.  [8:  Bell and Waters p. 127] 

Walter and Waterhouse describe their recruitment methods more thoroughly than Brink. They used a combination of personal contacts, local gatekeepers, and a snowballing effect. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey (2020) suggest that using gatekeepers and the snowballing method helps researchers gain the trust of participants, as well encouraging participants who might not have responded to a more anonymised call to engagement[footnoteRef:9].  [9:  Hennink, Hutter, I., & Bailey, A., Qualitative research methods, p.98] 

Hennink, Hutter and Bailey recommend using a diversity of participants to understand ‘the study issues in all their dimensions and contextual nuances’[footnoteRef:10] - a depth of nuance especially important when studying small samples. Walter and Waterhouse’s recruitment of adults added more diversity to their study, e.g. Christians, Quakers and people from a range of socio-economic groups, compared to Brink’s working-class Catholic schoolgirls. However, Walter and Waterhouse’s research might have struggled with homogeneity of belief in the same way as Brink’s sample. Assuming their personal contacts are pulling in their own personal contacts, potentially, they all believe similar things. This would affect the data in the same way as it would Brink’s in that the research would not have generated a wide spectrum of belief.  [10:  Ibid, p.94] 

Hennink, Hutter and Bailey advocate being transparent with participants about the use of data and study outcomes, and they advise researchers to seek consent from potential participants.[footnoteRef:11] Neither paper describes how they access the young people, nor whether they sought consent from parents for the young people’s involvement in their studies. Today, seeking consent from the parents would be expected but both studies were conducted decades ago when ethical standards were different to today. Although modern readers can identify ethical concerns about the way the studies were conducted with young people, it is important to recognise that these papers of their time and should, therefore, be considered in terms of what the ethical expectations of that time were, as opposed to judging the paper on current ethical expectations.  [11:  Ibid p. 79] 


Data Gathering
Brink’s study also raises some ethical concerns with regard to data collection. Consent can be withdrawn at any time, and participants should be told they can refuse to answer particular questions or withdraw from a study altogether (Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, 2020). Brink does not explain whether the girls were given the choice of participating, so they might have felt obliged to answer questions with which they did not feel comfortable. That would be considered unethical today. As Walter and Waterhouse give us very little information about the young people’s involvement in their study, it is impossible to say whether they followed ethical guidelines with their young people.
Brink’s study embodies a positivist approach in that he is seeking to test a hypothesis about congruity of belief. He selected surveys as his method of data gathering and his paper presents a list of statements given to his respondents. The wording of the statements seems age-appropriate, clear and easy to understand. To a certain extent, they address Brink’s broad remit of exploring congruity of belief, as the data did show that the girls can indeed believe in both God and astrology/reincarnation simultaneously. As Brink does not describe the structure of the survey, it is unclear whether the statements were simple Yes/No questions, a Likert scale or even the only questions asked. What is clear, however, is that the statements were closed, offering no room for respondents to elaborate on their answers. Some of the statements show that Brink was trying to elicit slightly deeper data about the girls’ private beliefs, for example, ‘I would go to mass even if my parents did not make me.’[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls p. 83] 

Bell and Waters (2018) caution that surveys ‘can provide answers to the questions ‘What?’, ‘Where?’, ‘When?’ and ‘How?’, but it is not so easy to find out ‘Why?’’[footnoteRef:13] If Brink merely wanted to test his hypothesis, his data collection method may be considered adequate. If, however, he was seeking to understand more about why people can hold incompatible beliefs, his methodology was inadequate. Follow-up interviews might have provided richer data, as Brink studying belief, not behaviour. As Clifford Geertz points out, ‘the attempts to highly scientize social science’, as Brink does here with his closed-questions survey, get in the way of helping ‘people understand one another’ in the way that interpretivist research tries to do.[footnoteRef:14] [13:    Bell, & Waters, S.,  Doing your research project : a guide for first-time researchers (Seventh edition.). (McGraw-Hill Education. 2018), p. 31]  [14:  Micheelsen, Arun, and Clifford Geertz. ‘I Don’t Do Systems’: An Interview With Clifford Geertz. Method & Theory in the Study of Religion, vol. 14, no. 1, Brill, 2002, pp. 2–20, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23549990. p12] 

Walter and Waterhouse’s qualitative research sought to ‘elicit the meaning of reincarnation to those who believe in it’[footnoteRef:15] - a Verstehen approach seeking to understand issues from the perspective of the study population. The role of Verstehen is often seen as central to the practice of qualitative research (Bryman, 1996 p56)[footnoteRef:16]. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey (2020) state that in-depth interviews provide an opportunity to ‘identify individual perceptions, beliefs, feelings and experiences’, thus giving the rich depth of data that might help answer the ‘Why’ questions that surveys do not always answer. [footnoteRef:17] Walter and Waterhouse choice of in-depth interview helps to capture this emic perspective. [15:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief. P. 188]  [16:  Bryman, Alan, Quantity and quality in social research. (London, Routledge, 1992). p 56]  [17:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Sage Publications London, 2020), p. 41] 

Unlike Brink, Walter and Waterhouse offer few examples of their questions but they report ‘interviews were very open-ended, care was taken to let interviewees speak in their own terms, and interviewers were careful not to ask leading questions.’[footnoteRef:18] Their questions delve into participants’ beliefs in some detail – e.g. exploring how reincarnation relates to the participants’ personal belief systems. While Brink did not offer his respondents an opportunity to explain why they held ‘inconsistent’ beliefs, Walter’s interviews allowed participants the space to unravel the ways in which their private belief might conflict with teachings of their formal religion.  [18:  Walter and waterhouse p189] 

The fact that Waterhouse’s interviews were conducted in interviewees’ own homes would probably have made the participants feel more secure. Being interviewee-led, Waterhouse’s interviews should have enabled her to capture richer data than if she had followed an interviewer-led approach, like Brink. She, thus, shows greater sensitivity to the needs of her study population than Brink. Unfortunately, Walter and Waterhouse’s paper shares very little of what their respondents actually said, so the reader does not get the sense of hearing the voices of the respondents, which is, in many ways, the point of qualitative research.
Overall, the interpretivist, in-depth interview approach of the Walter and Waterhouse paper was a more appropriate method for the research topic than Brink’s survey. Interpretivism recognizes the subjectivity of belief, and that belief is created by the meanings that the interviewees give them, not by what the researchers might assume those beliefs to mean. Brink does not appear to recognize the subjectivity of belief. In fact, when the fieldwork data does not provide the data he expects, he blames the immaturity of the respondents, rather than exploring how his methodology might have been lacking.

Position of Researchers
Hennink, Hutter and Bailey (2020) warn that ‘how you portray yourself (your positionality) … can influence the information collected and therefore the quality of the data.’[footnoteRef:19] As both studies dealt with potentially sensitive topics, the researchers’ position as insider/outsider was important because that positionality may have influenced the type of information the respondents were willing to share. Unfortunately, neither paper describes the positionality of the researchers in relation to their study populations. [19:  Hennink, Hutter, I., & Bailey, A., Qualitative research methods, p.126] 

Brink could, and arguably should, have reflected on his position of power as an adult in a class of schoolgirls. This lack of reflexivity undermines the value of his research in terms of the ethics of the study and the reliability of the data he collected. Ethically, the reader would have expected Brink to explain how he accessed the participants and the safeguarding protocols he followed. In terms of data reliability, the reader is left questioning whether the girls felt pressured to show a belief in God, that they may or may not have felt, because they did not want to get into trouble for expressing socially/religiously unacceptable viewpoints.
Unlike Brink, Walter and Waterhouse describe how they accessed their study population. As some respondents joined the study via personal contacts, there is clearly a degree of insider positionality, in that there was a pre-existing link between some respondents and the researchers. However, this is not expanded upon, so the reader is left wondering how much of an insider Walter and Waterhouse are and how much this may have influenced the data collection.
Hennink, Hutter and Bailey warn that ‘researchers also bring their subjective influences to the research process, particularly during data collection and interpretation.’[footnoteRef:20] Subjectivity is apparent in both papers, e.g. Brink dismisses the girls’ beliefs as a ‘response to confusion and uncertainty’[footnoteRef:21]. This assertion is not backed up by the data, as Brink failed to ask the respondents why they held certain beliefs and shows that Brink has little empathic understanding of his study group. Indeed, he describes himself ‘surprised at the low response of the subjects to the statement about Roman Catholic religion being the one for them’.[footnoteRef:22] Instead of reflecting on his own assumptions and the limitations of his data collection methodology, Brink proceeds to look for answers in social research literature. Walter and Waterhouse, similarly, make subjective assumptions, e.g., New Age adherents believe in reincarnation, without testing this statement through their research.  [20:  Hennink, Hutter, I., & Bailey, A., Qualitative research methods, p. 19]  [21:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls, p 85]  [22:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls, p. 84] 

Again, it is important to recognise that, while reflexivity is de rigour in current qualitative research, these papers are from the 1970s and 1990s, when such practices were not standard. However, given that they were both working with young people and both working on sensitive issues of personal belief, neither paper shows much awareness of how their position might have influenced the data collection.
Relevant academic literature
Positioning one’s research within a wider academic discourse offers researchers the opportunity to add new knowledge to the area of study, as well as helping them refine their research concept and justify their chosen study (Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, 2020).[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Hennink, Hutter, I., & Bailey, A., Qualitative research methods, p. 33] 

Brink’s abstract states that ‘The author presents a functional perspective’.[footnoteRef:24] Functionalism, within sociology, tends to focus on the behaviours of people within a society but Brink’s paper focuses on the beliefs of respondents. Because of that, Brink struggles to relate his field work data to the literature he cites. Brink tries to link his findings to contemporary sociological research, for example, Bellah (1970) and Wuthnow (1976), but he failed to gather sufficient rich data from his respondents to be able to show that his research supports the findings of the researchers he references. Perhaps he would have been better able to relate his field work data to research within a religious field of study. Instead of reflecting on the shortcomings of his own fieldwork, Brink blames the respondents’ immaturity, suggesting their inconsistent beliefs serve as a protection function. This is clearly an assumption as, although he referenced functional perspective in his abstract, his data gathering methodology was too shallow to capture the reasons behind the girls’ beliefs – Brink is essentially applying the theory of functionality without actually testing it in his methods. [24:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls, p 82] 

Unlike Brink, Walter and Waterhouse linked their study far more closely to existing research, using a deductive reasoning process to refine their research question. For example, they noticed that previous research had shown belief in reincarnation had increased in England - this led to them to wonder whether this was reflected in a corresponding belief that reincarnation was an alternative to Christianity and secularism.[footnoteRef:25] However, other academic literature showed them that this was not the case and led them to explore what reincarnation actually means to people who believe in it. In this way, their approach to Brink’s was different in that their research question and data collection methodology was very much deduced from the findings of previous research.  [25:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p.188] 


Conclusion
Although both papers explored the topic of reincarnation, they approached their study using very different methodologies. Brink’s positivist survey of closed statements meant that his study lacked the depth of understanding the complexities of belief that were needed for him to be able to produce data that added any real new knowledge to the subject area. Walter and Waterhouse explored religious studies literature which helped them formulate their research question and gave them a better understanding of which data collection methodologies would yield the most appropriate data. As a result, unlike Brink, their study was able to add new knowledge to the subject area. Both studies were very much of their time and did not adhere to practices which would be expected of today’s researchers. However, they both demonstrate the challenges of capturing data about personal belief and their work helps current researchers refine techniques for researching this difficult area of academic study.
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