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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources
Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, (1978), 82-85. and Tony Walter, & Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60, (1999), 187-197. It discusses each paper under five headings: methodology, reflexivity, ethical considerations, literature review and structure.
Terry Brink is a psychologist and social scientist with interests including religious phenomenon[footnoteRef:7]. His YouTube channel lists forty four videos under the Religion playlist[footnoteRef:8] although his biography lists a handful of papers related to religious belief[footnoteRef:9]. [7:  Craftonhills Academia. T.L Brink <https://craftonhills.academia.edu/TLBrink/Books> [accessed 17th February 2025.]  [8:  YouTube, Headless Professor <https://www.youtube.com/@headlessprofessor/playlists> [accessed 17th February 2025].]  [9:  Craftonhills Academia, 2025.] 

Tony Walter’s specialism is ‘developing a sociological understanding of death in modern society’[footnoteRef:10]. He is  Professor of Death Studies at Bath and published five papers on the topic of reincarnation between 1999 and 2003, four with Helen J. Waterhouse[footnoteRef:11]. [10:  University of Bath, Tony Walter <https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter> [accessed 17th February 2025].]  [11:  University of Bath, 2025.] 

Although separated by two decades both papers focus on the broad question of whether belief in formal religion might be incompatible or unusual alongside a belief in astrology (Brink)[footnoteRef:12] and/or reincarnation (Brink, Walter and Waterhouse)[footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Terry Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, (1978), 82-85, p. 84]  [13:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 192.] 

Both papers are published in religious studies journals and identify further research. Brink suggests demographics might yield better quality data[footnoteRef:14], whilst Walter and Waterhouse believe that questions about beliefs could be better framed[footnoteRef:15]. [14:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84]  [15:  Tony Walter, & Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60, (1999), 187-197, p. 192.] 

Discussion
Methodology
Brink appears to have administered a single questionnaire to one or more groups of girls at a Catholic school. The paper suggests he took a quantitative and positivist approach, as Alan Bryman states ‘positivism entails a belief that the methods and procedures of the natural sciences are appropriate to the social sciences[footnoteRef:16].’ This is evidenced by the single table of results included which reflects a questionnaire of single statements with Yes/No answers with no apparent use of qualitative questions or options that might have elicited a richer response. The reader is unable to ascertain if the only questions asked were those listed in the results table or how the demographic data referred to in the procedures and results section informed the research outcomes[footnoteRef:17]. There is no reference in the paper to any missing data or if the ‘227 juniors and seniors’ were the total number of fully completed papers received[footnoteRef:18]. [16:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, (London, Routledge, 1996), p. 14.]  [17:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83]  [18:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83] 

Qualitative research is, according to Judith Bell, ‘more concerned to understand individuals’ perceptions of the world.[footnoteRef:19]’ This definition serves well to explain the study conducted by Walter and Waterhouse. However, we cannot be certain that no other data was collected as, according to the references listed, it is one paper of several that were published following the conclusion of the research[footnoteRef:20]. The paper states that group interviews took place with 21 schoolchildren[footnoteRef:21], this part of the research project remains unexplained in this paper implying results might be found in the other papers listed in the references. [19:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing your Research Project, 6th edn. (Maidenhead, Open University Press, 2014), p. 9.]  [20:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 197.]  [21:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 189.] 

The paper states that Helen Waterhouse conducted a ‘small-scale interview study in order to elicit the meaning of reincarnation’[footnoteRef:22]. She did this by conducting ‘thirty taped interviews with adults, in their own homes, who expressed interest in being interviewed on the subject’[footnoteRef:23].  [22:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [23:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 188.] 

Recruitment took place in one part of South West England and aimed to find participants by a variety of means. The method of recruitment was highly subjective and may have resulted in data homogenization as evidenced by the exclusion of some groups, the over emphasis on a specific age group, gender and social demographic[footnoteRef:24]. ‘Snowballing’ that is the recruitment by recommendation, together with radio requests for volunteers and the use of personal contacts, may all have inadvertently targeted specific demographics. [24:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 189.] 

It is difficult to determine whether Waterhouse adopted a structured or unstructured approach to data collection. However, quotations in the paper suggest it may have been a semi-structured interview technique allowing respondents the ability to answer in a variety of ways. For example, at one point she asked respondents if they were involved in the green movement[footnoteRef:25], if they liked the idea of having another life after this one[footnoteRef:26], and later in the paper we find an implied question in the statement ’What do our respondents see as the purpose of reincarnation?[footnoteRef:27]. [25:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 191.]  [26:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 194.]  [27:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 194] 

Reflexivity

Lenka Zahrádková states ‘It is not merely a question of being an insider or outsider vis-à-vis a particular culture [.], but often also different intellectual preoccupations and overall personal histories’[footnoteRef:28] and as Monique Hennink and her team remind us ’Reflexivity thus assumes that researchers are explicitly aware of their own values, self-identity or ideologies’[footnoteRef:29]. [28:  Lenka Zahrádková, ‘Ethnographer’s Bias: Cultivating Reflexivity’. Ibero-Americana Pragensia, 49.1 (2024) 69–78. (p. 71) <DOI:10.14712/24647063.2024.4>]  [29:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (London, Sage Publications Ltd, 2011), p. 20.] 

Although Brink’s research rationale ’it is hypothesized that a study of beliefs of adolescent girls will show an acceptance of only one of these three belief sets’[footnoteRef:30], there is no defined purpose for the study stated in the introduction. It is only later in the paper that something  emerges, but only after the fact of undertaking the study, Blain states that his study may offer ‘some confirmation’ of the theory he says is proposed by Wuthnow regarding ‘marginality and belief and interest in astrology’[footnoteRef:31]. [30:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84.]  [31:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84.] 

Brink offers no indication of his own position on any of the three subject areas yet he makes a number of authoritative statements in the introduction with regards to the subject matter. Firstly, he states that astrology is fatalistic[footnoteRef:32] without acknowledging its movement towards a more psychological understanding. Secondly, he assumes that all reincarnation is related to ‘the workings of karma’[footnoteRef:33]. Finally, his statement that ‘Simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation is logically incompatible’[footnoteRef:34] is written as a statement of fact, rather than of possibility. His hypothesis appears to be based on the presumption that all three statements are factually correct. [32:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.]  [33:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.]  [34:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.] 

His references also offer an interesting insight into methodology, discussion and conclusion as all seventeen papers listed offer at least some degree of support for his opening statement ‘Many social scientists have presumed that individuals strive to attain and maintain a consistent set of attitudes.[footnoteRef:35]’. An example of this can be seen in the paper by Fritz Heider (1896-1988) which states ‘A balanced state exists if an entity has the same dynamic character in all possible respects[footnoteRef:36]’. There is only one reference to astrology and none for reincarnation.  [35:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.]  [36:  Fritz Heider, ‘Attitudes and Cognitive Organization’. The Journal of Psychology, 21.1 (1946) 107–112, (p. 107) <DOI: 10.1080/00223980.1946.9917275>] 

Reflexivity is defined by Monique Hennink as a ‘process that involves conscious self-reflection on the part of researchers to make explicit their potential influence on the research process’[footnoteRef:37]. In practice, this means researchers recognise they are part of the process through their opinions, ideas and attitudes which could influence the design, collection, analysis and discussion of the research they conduct. [37:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research, p. 19.] 

This lack can emerge in any part of the research process and an example can be found in the title of the Walter and Waterhouse paper which states it will consider contemporary England, implying a cross section of the population. However, the methodology focused on a sub-section of the population in a specific geographic area.
To support this, the researchers excluded segments of the population in the belief they might influence the research outcomes. For example, they identify ‘new age’ in the broadest of definitions[footnoteRef:38] they excluded Hindu, Sikh and Buddhist, as ’we were not interested in the meanings given to reincarnation by people who believe it because their religion tells them to’[footnoteRef:39]. This assumption implies they believe the Christian community are immune to only doing what their faith dictated. This is additionally evidenced by the statement about ‘deviant Christians’ who may be concealing their true beliefs[footnoteRef:40], therefore suggesting that they had already determined an outcome before discussing their findings. [38:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 191.]  [39:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [40:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 190.] 

Ethical Considerations
When Brink’s paper was published in 1978, research ethical guidance comprised The Nuremburg Code which emphasised the need for voluntary participation and informed consent, and the Declaration of Helsinki which required research be ‘reviewed by an independent committer prior to initiation’, that informed consent was necessary, and that ‘risks should not exceed benefits’[footnoteRef:41]. Both guidelines are reflected in a useful observation made by Martin Davies and Nathan Hughes ‘You must not use people inappropriately in pursuit of your research objectives.[footnoteRef:42] [41:  University of Nevada, Las Vegas, History of Research Ethics,  <https://www.unlv.edu/research/ORI-HSR/history-ethics> [accessed 28th February 2025]]  [42:  Martin Davies and Nathan Hughes, Doing A Successful Research Project, 2nd edn, (Basingstoke, Plagrave Macmillan, 2014), p. 43.] 

Brink’s paper does not discuss the ethics of his research project. As the paper states ‘Whoever was present in religion class that day got a questionnaire.[footnoteRef:43]’ This statement gives no indication that Brink’s research methodology met the requirements of The Nuremburg Code or the Declaration of Helsinki. [43:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83] 

Of course, it does not automatically follow that Brink did not apply ethical guidance, simply that the reader of his published paper is left unaware. The table below lists questions raised by the research methodology from a contemporary ethical perspective:

	Belmont Report
	Hutter et. al.
	Questions raised by Brink paper

	Respect for Persons
	Informed Consent
	How were students informed about the project?
How was their understanding of the project ascertained?
Did their parents give consent on their behalf as they were minors?

	Respect for Persons
	Self Determination
	Were students allowed to opt out of completing the questionnaire?

	Beneficence
	Minimization of Harm
	Who distributed and collected questionnaires?

	Beneficence
	Anonymity
	Did students add their name to their questionnaire? 
Was there any other identifying demographic data included in the questionnaire?

	Beneficence
	Confidentiality
	Who else was able to see the completed questionnaires?
What happened to the questionnaires after the research project was completed?

	Justice
	
	All attendees in the class appear to have been included, with no exceptions noted in the paper.



Walter and Waterhouse’s paper was published in 1999 by which time the United States National Research Act had implemented the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research and created the Belmont Report. The 1979 report identified three basic principles: 1. Respect for Persons, 2. Beneficence and 3. Justice[footnoteRef:44]. These three principles are similarly reflected in the recommendations of Monique Hennink et al[footnoteRef:45] which include: [44:  Office for Human Research Protections (OHRP), Read the Belmont Report, <https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/belmont-report/read-the-belmont-report/index.html> [accessed 18th February 2025].]  [45:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, Qualitative Research p. 63.] 

· Informed Consent
· Self-determination
· Minimization of harm
· Anonymity
· Confidentiality
As with Brink’s paper there is no specific reference to how ethics were applied by the researchers and a number of questions do arise as a result. For example, whilst the reader is informed that the adult interviews were conducted in the home as a result of an expression of interest[footnoteRef:46], thereby indicating consent and self determination, the same cannot be said for the school children which are mentioned but then ignored throughout the rest of the paper[footnoteRef:47]. There is no indication made about how informed consent was applied, whether it was in advance or at the time of the interview. Similarly, the reader is left unaware of what happened to the interview recordings. The acquisition of participants might have resulted in some anonymity issues as the researchers indicate that they also benefitted from ‘snowballing as one interviewee led to another’[footnoteRef:48]. [46:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [47:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [48:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 189.] 

Literature Review
Brink offers no clearly defined literature review beyond the sources cited in his introduction. All of these citations are from social scientists who have written papers relating to his opening statement[footnoteRef:49]. The earliest citation is dated from 1946 and his most recent was from 1965. It lacks literature about beliefs in religion, astrology or reincarnation to evidence the selection of statements used in the questionnaire[footnoteRef:50]. [49:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.]  [50:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.] 

Walter and Waterhouse conducted a ‘brief review of the survey data on belief in reincarnation.[footnoteRef:51]’ The section of the paper titled Survey Data is the outcome and functions as the literature review used to justify the research question and hypothesis ‘whether the twentieth century privatisation of belief makes it easier to hold beliefs not taught by one’s Church’[footnoteRef:52]. [51:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [52:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 187.] 

Primarily, they referred to six surveys spanning fifty years between 1947 and 1997. However, they state that these surveys give conflicting information[footnoteRef:53]. Whilst this is not necessarily problematic it might simply indicate differences in methodology as those identified appear to represent the population as a whole, unlike Walter and Waterhouse[footnoteRef:54]. [53:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [54:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 189.] 

Structure
The paper by Brink has a clear structure with abstract, introduction, hypothesis, procedures and results  and discussion and conclusion.
Where the introduction reviews the literature, the abstract sets the tone  and purpose of the paper and a concluding statement ‘These results were held to be inconsistent with cognitive theories which stress the importance of attitude consistency.’[footnoteRef:55]. His hypothesis explains that ‘Simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation is logically incompatible.’[footnoteRef:56] and where he indicates the expectation his research findings concurs.[footnoteRef:57] [55:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82]  [56:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82]  [57:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82] 

Each section flows to the next, implying the hypothesis provided the application of the research question, the procedure was designed from the hypothesis, the results were captured from the process and the discussion was connected to the results and the original literature review.
The paper by Walter and Waterhouse follows a similar structure to Brink with an abstract, introduction, with hypothesis and research question, data, findings and conclusion. 
The biggest difference lies in the extent of the content, particularly in the data and findings sections. Unlike Brink where the data is confined to a table and brief paragraphs and the discussion is focused on content drawn from the introduction rather than his findings, Walter and Woodhouse focus on their own data in both sections, using additional research sources to frame an understanding of their findings. For example, they break down their findings into sections and each nuanced by the inclusion of direct quotations from participants which are informed by references to research literature. This is demonstrated when they connect the statement by one participant that ‘How can so many bad things happen in the world…’ to the notion of suffering with Christianity[footnoteRef:58]. [58:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘Private Belief’, p. 193.] 

Conclusion
At the beginning of this essay I stated I would consider the papers within the context of five headings. These also provide a useful way to structure a conclusion.
Methodology. Each paper represented one approach to research and together they highlighted that in both cases a mixed methods approach might have resulted in better outcomes. For example, Brink was unable to answer the question why students reported as they did, and Walter and Waterhouse had not considered the wider perspective that might have been provided by a more diverse study population. In both cases the reader is left with the question about missing data.
 Reflexivity. The issues with methodology arose, in part, due to a lack of reflective practice on the part of the researchers. Brink was unable to provide a clear rationale for his study approach, whilst Walter and Waterhouse did not take into account the effect their exclusion policy might have on the ability of the project to answer their research question. And, whilst each researcher was observed in the introduction to have an interest in the topic under consideration, there is no reference in either paper to their personal perspectives.
 Ethical considerations. It appears evident from the publication date of each paper that the understanding of ethics has developed significantly since the original Nuremburg Code was created. Having said that, whilst it might be a useful excuse for Brink to have ignored what is common in contemporary research, that is less the case for Walter and Waterhouse who refer to such topics as informed consent obliquely rather than directly.
Literature Search. Both papers contained a literature search although only one, Walter and Waterhouse, appeared to be directly related to the research question being asked. Brink’s seemed tangential at best. 
Structure: Both papers have a clear structure allowing the reader to understand its purpose, process and outcomes. Each paper is well-written and easy to follow regardless of a readers interest in the subject. However, a good structure to a research paper does not make up for a lack in any of the four previous areas, instead it inadvertently emphasises those areas that might have been better served.
Overall, these papers demonstrate that it is impossible to fully appreciate a research project without acknowledging that each of these key elements is essential to informing the whole process.
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