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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources
Word Count: 2757


Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, Brink, T.L 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, 82-85 and Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. 1999. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60, 187-197. 
These papers were chosen because they deal with the same subject matter, namely beliefs held outside of and in conflict with religious beliefs but approach their respective studies using a different hypothesis and methodology. 

Authors & Audience
T.L. Brink was born in 1949. He is a social scientist and Professor of Psychology. His career has spanned more than 50 years and included appointment to six faculties including Stanford, membership of several psychological and religious research associations, authorship of more than twenty books and hundreds of journal articles. The paper featured in this essay was written relatively early in his academic life, just two years after his graduation in psychology and seemingly aimed to blend his interest in cognitive science and religion.
Professor Tony Walter was born in 1948. He is a sociologist and Professor for Death Studies. He set up and has directed a Masters in Death & Society at two universities. He has written eleven books and numerous articles on societal matters including young offenders, religion and society, landscapes and the concept of need. His research areas have included: afterlife beliefs, collective memory, discourses of spirituality, and meditations between the dead and living. 
There are clear similarities between Brink and Walter. They are the same age, are both social scientists and have had a similar length of career. They have a keen interest in sociology and religion and how these intersect. However, Brink derives from a psychological background, whereas Walter began his academic career focusing on matters of death and religion. This emphasis seems to have influenced the underlying philosophy of each paper. 
Much less information is available about Helen Waterhouse. She appears to be a religious scholar and has co-written several papers with Tony Walter as well as two of her own, one on Buddhism and one on reincarnation. The interviews in the study were facilitated by Waterhouse.
Both studies appear to have been written for a similar audience. The Brink study was conducted in 1976 and published in the ‘Review of Religious Research’ Journal in 1978. While the Walter & Waterhouse interviews were conducted in the first half of 1997 and published in the ‘Sociology of Religion’ Journal in 1999. As such, their audiences appear to be religious scholars and researchers. This would correlate with the authors’ background as Religious Sociologists.
Neither Brink, Walter or Waterhouse declare their religion, nor belief status in astrology or reincarnation, therefore in both papers the position of the researchers must be assumed to be that of outsiders in relation to their target groups. 

Literature Review & Underlying Philosophy
The purpose of a literature review is to locate the research project, to form its context or background, and to provide insights into previous work.[footnoteRef:2] It should provide the background to and justification for the research undertaken.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Blaxter et al, 2006:122 in Diana Ridley, The Literature Review, (Sage, 2008), I, p.3]  [3:  Ibid. ] 

Brink references seventeen secondary sources, including two of his own papers, one on adolescent development and the other discussing a psychotherapeutic model for religious education, which are particularly pertinent to this study. Most sources are psychological, with a few referencing adolescence, religion, astrology or reincarnation in their titles. The selection of papers was written between 1915 and 1977 and discuss theories regarding child psychological development, attitudes, cognitive consistency and belief congruence. The 1950’s saw Cognitive Psychology become popularised and many universities teaching psychology were focused on teaching this new area of knowledge. Snippets of insight given to these sources in the paper seem to confirm that exploration of incongruent religious or alternative beliefs was at an early stage, perhaps emerging due to the counterculture of the late 1960’s/early 1970’s. Brink has a personal interest in both psychology and religion and his literature review is a sound body of knowledge in relevant areas on which he could build, bridge topics or contribute something new. Brink takes the view that it is only possible to hold one set of beliefs and sets out to conduct a realist, positivistic, quantitative study to confirm this.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Martyn Denscombe, Ground Rules for Social Research: guidelines for good practice, (Open University Press, 2009), VII, pp. 116-137] 

Walter & Waterhouse reference 31 secondary sources in their literature review spanning 1955 to 1997, including their own studies on reincarnation.[footnoteRef:5] The dates of the sources place this body of knowledge around twenty-years more recent than the Brink paper. In contrast to Brink, very few of sources are psychological, instead heavily oriented towards religion, death, reincarnation and the afterlife. Walter & Waterhouse take a constructionist, interpretivist approach to their study, where instead of focusing on proving deviant beliefs quantitatively, they seek to understand the meaning of such deviancy through qualitative study.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. 1999. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60, 187-197]  [6:  Ibid.] 

The bias of the literature reviews appears to correlate with the respective researcher backgrounds, with Brink’s oriented towards the psychological theories around belief, and Walter and Waterhouse’s focusing more on religion and the afterlife. Despite the authors carrying out studies on the same subject matter, none of the secondary sources are duplicated in either paper reconfirming their approach from different perspectives.
Given the academic backgrounds, it is indisputable the researchers hold a personal interest in undertaking such study. 

Hypothesis, Methodology & Design
Brink hypothesized that simultaneous belief in Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible due to conflict between Catholicism’s free-will and heaven, and the ideas of rebirth and fatalism connected with astrology and reincarnation.[footnoteRef:7] His study set out to show it can only be possible to hold one of these belief sets accompanied by rejection of the others. This was a straightforward hypothesis which Brink chose to examine via quantitative questionnaire to establish a statistical position, though he did not provide justification for this technique. Nonetheless, the methodology is appropriate if looking to identify trends, patterns, averages or correlations and not to understand or explain behaviour.[footnoteRef:8] However, this method does not allow for nuances that may be co-present with such topics and opportunities to explore this were therefore missed. Qualitative research is most useful for exploring new topics or understanding complex issues, and for explaining beliefs and behaviour.[footnoteRef:9] By combining quantitative and qualitative data, Brink could have used triangulation to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the topic and reduced the weakness of using a quantitative method by itself.[footnoteRef:10] This approach also appears to be at odds with the psychological emphasis of his literature review and potential to elicit qualitative meaning to contribute to comprehension of such phenomena.  [7:  T.L Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation, Review of Religious Research, Autumn, 1978 Vol.20, No.1, pp.82-85.]  [8:  Hennick, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (Sage, 2015), I, p.17]  [9:  Hennick, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (Sage, 2015), I, p.10]  [10:  Judith Bell & Stephen Waters, Doing your research project, 7th Edition, (Open University Press 2018), I, p.25] 

Brink confirms when and where his study was conducted and gives information regarding the ethnic and socioeconomic background of his subjects, although doesn’t elaborate on why this sample was selected or how it affects the representativeness of the study. The chosen method was to provide 227 junior and senior students in religion class at a Catholic girls’ school with questionnaires containing fourteen statements against which they either agreed or disagreed. No rationale for this approach is provided, nor consideration of the limitations a quantitative study might have in exploring this topic. There is no justification to support the statements, or the context in which the students received the questionnaire or were provided with explanation regarding its purpose. This raises a question regarding whether the students would have been able to determine what ‘belief in…’ actually meant and could have affected the way this question was answered.
Reinforcing Brink’s idea that certain religious association should preclude such ‘deviant beliefs’, Walter & Waterhouse set out to explore what reincarnation means to those believing in it, how it impacts their life and whether the twentieth-century privatization of beliefs makes it easier to hold beliefs not taught by one’s church. As such, both studies sought to explore the potential for seemingly incompatible religious and cosmological beliefs.
Walter & Waterhouse provide a concise introduction to their hypothesis and although not providing justification for their methodology, confirm they interviewed 30 people that had expressed interest in the subject. No information was provided to confirm the questions that would be used in interviews, so their strategy is uncertain. Subjects were recruited from various sources including personal contacts, local radio and word of mouth. They confirm it was not their intention to assemble a representative sample and their random recruitment strategy reflects this, although it could be argued that interesting themes may have emerged if they’d been more strategic with their sample group as a resulting lack of younger ages and lower social classes made it difficult for them to draw any demographic correlations between findings. They also confirm deliberate limitation of the study to exclude Hindus, Sikhs and Buddhists on the basis they were not interested in investigating meaning given to reincarnation by people who believe it because their religion tells them to. This raises ethical concerns as the statement reads as a sweeping generalisation of entire groups of people who may hold such beliefs for other reasons than purely their religious teachings, which they also missed an opportunity to explore.[footnoteRef:11] This limitation could have been better justified to not cause offence.  [11:  Alan Bryman, Quantity & Quality in Social Research, (Routledge, 1988), pp.34-37] 

Both papers suffer in some way due to their choice of method. Brink’s choice of a quantitative approach means no account can be taken of thoughts or feelings around the statements which makes it difficult to identify reasoning or put context around responses.[footnoteRef:12] Even if he had limited time and resource, which must be assumed in the absence of clarification, the data collected could have been improved by including qualitative questions to enhance understanding and give better validity to his findings. Conversely, by Walter & Waterhouse adopting a broadly qualitative approach, they produced little statistical data to make meaningful comparisons to survey data cited in their introduction. Neither paper has been explicit regarding intended outcomes or how the methodology supports the purpose. [12:  Judith Bell & Stephen Waters, Doing your research project, 7th Edition, (Open University Press 2018), I, p.25] 


Analysis & Findings
Brink states his survey raises more questions than it answers, and it could be argued his paper does the same. His use of a quantitative method limits his ability to delve deeper into possible reasons behind findings. He has used a respectful body of knowledge as the basis of his study, however, there is little explanation for how these theories either influenced the research question or assisted analysis of the data. The statement of results comprises a confusing table listing statistics of twelve statements exploring subject’s belief, attitude or adherence to the Catholic doctrine, with a further two asking whether they believe in astrology and reincarnation. The table is not easy to interpret and those unfamiliar with Chi-squares would be at a loss to understand this particular statistic as no explanation is provided. Just one paragraph accompanies the table to articulate the results, only serving to highlight what little value was obtained. In the absence of deeper insight from his subjects, Brink is required instead to draw on his literature review to inform his analysis, from which he derives potential explanations for why his hypothesis was not confirmed. However, in the absence of meaningful data to support such theories, these statements are conjecture and could be easily falsifiable, meaning little new perspective has been offered. This raises questions over the validity of his findings and means he is unable to draw a conclusion. This may have been more acceptable if Brink had clarified in his methodology the study was an initial exercise to provide a statistical result that might be explored with further qualitative study to examine correlations with the theories he refers to. This would have set the study into better context and provided understanding it was to be built on.  
Walter & Waterhouse chose to approach their study using a qualitative method. They fulfilled much of the initial cycles of the qualitative research cycle by establishing a research question, compiling a sound body of literature on which to potentially build, recruited participants and collected data, however there is barely any evidence of the analytic cycle in their paper.[footnoteRef:13] Very little description or comparison of findings is presented to offer the reader the ability to appreciate the value of the study or how theories proposed have been determined. Instead, reference is made to supporting papers which contain detailed analysis, meaning the reader is required to cross-reference to get a full picture, leaving much context missing. In likeness to Brink, the article also makes sweeping generalisations about interests that a New Age or alternative thinker would have, such as practicing yoga or vegetarianism, owning crystals or Indian skirts. This again could be liable to cause offence through stereotyping of groups. Quite late in the paper, themes that have emerged from the survey are revealed. However, the authors seem to go as far themselves to confirm it is difficult to definitively conclude belief in reincarnation as it’s so subjective and often affected by which question is asked, which is ironic as no information about which questions were asked is presented. [13:  Hennick, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (Sage, 2015), I, p.4] 


Structure, Layout & Content
Although subtitled differently, both papers follow a similar structure. They provide an initial abstract, continue with a hypothesis, confirm the method and manner of data collection, provide some analysis or discussion, conclusion and references.[footnoteRef:14] However, even though a conventional structure was adopted, the Walter & Waterhouse paper suffers from lack of cohesion in sections where seemingly unrelated or distracting information is presented bearing no relevance to the subtitle. As an example, in the section titled interview data, the last two paragraphs contain theories from secondary sources, extraneous information from sources other than the interviewees, and introduce questions which do not make clear if they were interview questions or afterthoughts. Most of the content in these two paragraphs belongs either in the earlier hypothesis section or in the subsequent analysis section. Equally odd content is contained further on positing concepts of self without any supporting reference, which continues to weaken the analysis. The Walter & Waterhouse paper is much longer than the Brink article and would have benefitted from variations in presentation to prevent it being so text heavy. Information in the interview data paragraph could have been put into tables for better interpretation. This could have included information in a subsequent paragraph on religious association, which would have compiled relevant sample data and helped condense a rather lengthy and wordy report. [14:  Judith Bell & Stephen Waters, Doing your research project, 7th Edition, (Open University Press 2018), XV, pp.286-294] 


Ethics
Both papers confirm the use of minors as subjects for data collection, who would nowadays be regarded as a ‘vulnerable group’. While these studies, particularly Brink in 1977, were carried out in times where it may have been possible to access groups of children with permission of a department or head teacher, this would now raise ethical issues, not least around informed consent and protecting the interests of minors. Questions are also raised regarding whether the research is even acceptable given the moral context within which it is conducted. Neither paper makes clear how they have taken individual rights or interests into consideration, refer to any code of ethics or describe how the research will be conducted ethically.[footnoteRef:15]  It should be important to researchers that participants who agree to be involved in a study fully understand the implications of this. The degree to which people feel free to say no to participation is important as power relations can have a bearing on whether consent is given or not, something of particular significance in a school setting.[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  Martyn Denscombe, Ground Rules for Social Research: guidelines for good practice, (Open University Press, 2009), VI, pp. 59-80]  [16:  Ibid. p.70-71] 


Conclusion
Both studies indicated they had proven that believers in astrology or reincarnation do not regard this as in conflict with their religious beliefs, however they fell short in providing sufficient evidence or analysis to properly investigate, articulate or validate these claims, instead using theories or conjecture on which to base analysis or conclusion.
Both benefited from strong literature review, albeit with different emphasis on the subject matter, but instead of framing the literature review as the basis of the study and aiming to build on it, it was used to justify or support conclusion of the findings in the absence of effective data.
Brink used a body of knowledge, predominantly psychological secondary sources, but instead of exploring reasons for incongruent or inconsistent beliefs to build on this, he chose to conduct a quantitative study which provided a premise but offered no deeper understanding of the subject.
Walter & Waterhouse utilized secondary sources that were focused more heavily on religion in society and the afterlife and aimed to explore the meaning of reincarnation in their study, however by omitting most of the context in which unknown questions were placed, as well as any detail regarding responses received, readers of this paper are left with their own search for meaning.
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