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00:00:07 Gabi Gobl
When it comes to vulnerable groups, you have to think more on how you can involve, for example, lived experiences of any kind in a way that it's not exploiting or exposing people.
00:00:24 Gabi Gobl
For decades, we know that prisons are not solving crime.
00:00:28 Gabi Gobl
What prisons do is that they just recreate criminal patterns.
00:00:35 Gabi Gobl
Maybe you had a research idea or purpose, and maybe you discover a lot more.
00:00:45 Aron Szalay
Hello, and welcome to The Collaboration Code.
00:00:48 Aron Szalay
the podcast that explores the possibilities of academic corporations and the future of social sciences.
00:00:55 Aron Szalay
I am your host, Aron Szalay.
00:01:01 Aron Szalay
My guest on this second episode of The Collaboration Code is Gabi Gobl.
00:01:06 Aron Szalay
She is a sociologist with a degree from Eotvos Lorand University, Budapest.
00:01:11 Aron Szalay
She has a lot of experience working with different NGOs, primarily in Europe, but also beyond.
00:01:17 Aron Szalay
Since 2013, she has been working at Central European University, being involved in multiple projects focusing on the civil society implications of the so-called refugee crisis in Hungary in 2015, as well as supporting engaged research projects across different schemes.
00:01:36 Aron Szalay
Since 2017, she has been one of the evaluators in Hungary for the SozialMarie Prize for Social Innovation.
00:01:44 Aron Szalay
and she has been coordinator at CEU's Science for Society Hub since 2023, where, together with Yuki Seidler, they gather research questions and ideas from NGOs and support their collaboration with students to develop engaged research projects that are academically rigorous and socially relevant.
00:02:05 Aron Szalay
It's great to have you here, Gabi.
00:02:07 Aron Szalay
Welcome to The Collaboration Code.
00:02:10 Gabi Gobl
Thank you for having me.
00:02:12 Aron Szalay
We are living in a turbulent time and there is a global climate crisis and there are many ongoing wars and there is an increasing divide within and among the countries.
00:02:23 Aron Szalay
How can we use social science to work against these divisions and issues?
00:02:29 Gabi Gobl
I think one of the important questions is how we can bring science closer to people because also there is a mistrust in science and you can see it in many
00:02:42 Gabi Gobl
aspects or many realities that, and I don't think that it's the science that is missing to tackle these issues or to learn about these issues better.
00:02:57 Gabi Gobl
So if you think, for example, about the so-called refugee crisis in 2015 in Europe,
00:03:08 Gabi Gobl
There was a lot of research around that topic and there was a lot of conferences and people researching each other, especially in the Hungarian context that I can, I also have personal experience in being the subject of the research as I was a volunteer at the train station, but also we also were conducting research
00:03:33 Gabi Gobl
on the political discourse and also focusing on the role of civil society.
00:03:38 Gabi Gobl
So we were, me and many of my colleagues and friends, we were sitting in focus groups, but also conducting research and going to conferences with it.
00:03:49 Gabi Gobl
And there was a lot of material produced.
00:03:51 Gabi Gobl
And in the Hungarian or broader context, I don't think it did a lot to tackle these divides.
00:04:01 Gabi Gobl
I think
00:04:02 Gabi Gobl
One of the things is that, so as I said, science would be more relevant to people, it should be more relevant to politicians, or we should find ways to make it more relevant to influence politics and policies.
00:04:21 Gabi Gobl
So yeah, so I think we should find ways to communicate better and to bring
00:04:31 Gabi Gobl
science closer to people.
00:04:33 Aron Szalay
And what could be a way to do this, to bring science closer to people?
00:04:39 Gabi Gobl
If I think about a university point of view or a scholarship point of view, one of the things could be to be a bridge between academia and more general audiences or general publics, also to show that
00:05:01 Gabi Gobl
The university and research is not an abstract theoretical realm that has nothing to do with people's everyday lives.
00:05:09 Gabi Gobl
It could be also a bridge between languages, so like making the language of academia more accessible and thus the products of academia or universities more accessible for people with different backgrounds.
00:05:28 Gabi Gobl
and to find ways to build communities that can also see academia and universities as not distant, but that they can have access to.
00:05:38 Gabi Gobl
And there are many ways to do this, including engaged research, but also opening up a university physically just to study or intellectual activities of some sorts.
00:05:49 Aron Szalay
And you work and worked with many vulnerable groups, also during the so-called refugee crisis and also since then.
00:05:58 Aron Szalay
So you have probably seen many successful and less successful research projects about these topics.
00:06:06 Aron Szalay
What are the good examples of cooperation and research that actually reached these audiences and managed to bridge the gap?
00:06:18 Gabi Gobl
Yes, so I.
00:06:19 Gabi Gobl
have seen many examples of that.
00:06:22 Gabi Gobl
The successful ones were when the research was designed together with organizations that work with such groups and not necessarily directly contacting the vulnerable people themselves for various reasons.
00:06:39 Gabi Gobl
I also work with an organization in Vienna that is focusing on
00:06:45 Gabi Gobl
prison reform.
00:06:47 Gabi Gobl
And it's a very common thing that researchers approach us or approach organizations that work with incarcerated people asking for access to these people directly without having any kind of training or previous experience with knowing about trauma and how trauma-informed methodologies are applied.
00:07:11 Gabi Gobl
So I think you need to dedicate a lot of
00:07:16 Gabi Gobl
time to build these relationships and rely on the people who have much more experience working with these vulnerable groups.
00:07:24 Aron Szalay
So if someone wants to work together with vulnerable groups, what could be the first step?
00:07:33 Aron Szalay
What can one take when they want to conduct such research?
00:07:39 Gabi Gobl
I think it's good to reflect on one's
00:07:44 Gabi Gobl
motivation to do that, like what the research interest is trying to tackle or explore, and then explore what kind of organizations work with these specific groups that...
00:07:59 Gabi Gobl
one is interested in.
00:08:01 Gabi Gobl
I think it's just a general frame maybe that you can start with regardless of your target group.
00:08:08 Gabi Gobl
But when it comes to vulnerable groups, you have to think more on how you can involve, for example, lived experiences of any kind in a way that it's not exploiting or exposing people.
00:08:23 Gabi Gobl
And that also means that maybe
00:08:26 Gabi Gobl
it's not necessary to talk them directly or at least not as a first step, but work in a way that you contact people first who are experts on this topic in a way that they have direct access to them.
00:08:46 Aron Szalay
So basically this kind of like expert first
00:08:51 Aron Szalay
would be just a path to reach the vulnerable people who you would ultimately talk to.
00:08:58 Gabi Gobl
It would be definitely as according to my experience and that would be the way.
00:09:05 Gabi Gobl
And also it's a lengthy process and when you contact these experts, they can tell you how to move forward in a way that they can protect the people that they work with.
00:09:19 Aron Szalay
Right.
00:09:20 Aron Szalay
There are many research projects and there have been many research projects about different vulnerable groups.
00:09:28 Aron Szalay
But at the same time, we see that hostility and the general divide in society anywhere in the world, basically, it's just growing.
00:09:38 Aron Szalay
What do these researchers reach then if we don't see the result or what could be a possibility to do when there is this growing division?
00:09:50 Aron Szalay
And we want it to stop growing.
00:09:53 Aron Szalay
And if we want to close these gaps, how can social science help?
00:09:59 Gabi Gobl
Basically, just to communicate science better in a way to show what's behind social phenomenon.
00:10:08 Gabi Gobl
For decades, we know that prisons, for example, are not solving crime.
00:10:14 Gabi Gobl
What prisons do is that they just recreate criminal patterns.
00:10:19 Gabi Gobl
And also if you look at who are in prison, it's like overwhelmingly poor people and people of minorities in all of these societies that we're living in.
00:10:32 Gabi Gobl
And so, and you can also see the UN guidelines, for example, and recommendations, and they are all saying the same, that how you should tackle social issues instead of imposing harsh
00:10:48 Gabi Gobl
legal measurements.
00:10:50 Gabi Gobl
But since it's not a socially popular topic, then politicians are never, or the populist politicians or some politicians are not focusing on the underlying causes of why people commit crimes or why they end up in prisons, but rather than just exploit the ideas that are easy to sell.
00:11:16 Gabi Gobl
And so
00:11:18 Gabi Gobl
If you bring this information to people directly, then they can understand what's behind those stories and individual stories as well, so they can better understand why people act the way they act in societies.
00:11:36 Gabi Gobl
And hopefully within their communities, they can also communicate this better and they can vote for politicians who have a better understanding or willingness to solve social issues rather than just gain popularity this way.
00:11:51 Aron Szalay
So kind of this infrastructure, this communication infrastructure of universities and academia generally, it doesn't seem to suit the demands of society.
00:12:05 Aron Szalay
Or what could be then a way to...
00:12:07 Aron Szalay
to communicate science better, to make this knowledge that you talked about more available.
00:12:13 Aron Szalay
Because even though we at a university here, we know about these things, as you said, but still then we see that people tend to vote for people who don't seem to know this or at least deny very strongly that they are care exactly.
00:12:37 Aron Szalay
What is the problem here?
00:12:39 Aron Szalay
What is the issue?
00:12:40 Aron Szalay
Is the way universities work outdated or should it work in a very different way?
00:12:49 Aron Szalay
Do universities have a responsibility in how societies currently?
00:12:55 Gabi Gobl
I think universities as institutions as well as academics, as individuals,
00:13:04 Gabi Gobl
have responsibility of influencing these conversations and reaching out to organizations or participating public facing events as well to shape these discussions and to highlight also in their research to highlight topics that are relevant but not necessarily in the forefront of research for
00:13:31 Gabi Gobl
funding reasons or internal politics at universities.
00:13:37 Gabi Gobl
Because this is one thing that academia could do is to bring those topics into the discussions, also into the academic discourse or scientific discussions that are relevant to people.
00:13:53 Aron Szalay
Does this discussion that influences kind of the public discourse, does it happen at universities?
00:14:01 Aron Szalay
Do universities have an influence over politics?
00:14:06 Gabi Gobl
I think they should have directly or indirectly.
00:14:09 Gabi Gobl
I think one way how it can influence indirectly politics or policies is that they can back up NGOs, for example, with research so they can do their advocacy work more effectively.
00:14:25 Gabi Gobl
They can also be a bridge
00:14:28 Gabi Gobl
between the languages and use a language that is more accessible for people.
00:14:33 Gabi Gobl
So they can bring the research results closer, just to closer to everyday life.
00:14:42 Aron Szalay
Right.
00:14:42 Aron Szalay
I'm also thinking now about as you have experience in Hungary and working with NGOs in Hungary, there is because of the Orban government kind of
00:14:55 Aron Szalay
animosity towards NGOs.
00:14:58 Aron Szalay
And this is also part of the public discourse that happens in mainstream newspapers and television.
00:15:06 Aron Szalay
So they're kind of the science that these NGOs refer to is not accepted very much.
00:15:13 Aron Szalay
Can these...
00:15:15 Aron Szalay
problems be negotiated somehow?
00:15:17 Aron Szalay
Can these huge gaps be bridged when there is a group of people who actually don't accept the science that another group accepts?
00:15:29 Aron Szalay
What can be done here?
00:15:30 Gabi Gobl
I think educating publics or providing information on whether those are NGOs or certain topics is really important because if people don't know much about
00:15:44 Gabi Gobl
an issue, they just feel the void with their imaginations.
00:15:47 Gabi Gobl
And that's why these types of so-called illiberal politics are very dangerous, because they are highlighting or playing on scaring people or depicting topics or actors like NGOs or journalists or scientists as evil or dangerous.
00:16:09 Gabi Gobl
And if people don't have access to information,
00:16:13 Gabi Gobl
then they can just build up on these narratives without really knowing like what the NGOs do or what journalism is or how science work.
00:16:25 Aron Szalay
And with an engaged type of research and the cooperative research, can we reach people who even resist the type of knowledge that we are aiming to create?
00:16:39 Gabi Gobl
Yes, certainly.
00:16:40 Gabi Gobl
So one way to tackle this
00:16:43 Gabi Gobl
would be to acknowledge that knowledge is produced in different realms and in different circles.
00:16:50 Gabi Gobl
So as much as knowledge and theory is important, it should also be combined with practical experiences and everyday kind of experiences of certain people or subjects.
00:17:07 Gabi Gobl
And combining the two and cooperating with relevant actors or stakeholders are definitely a way to bring these issues closer to people and to think about ways how you can make science more accessible or research more accessible.
00:17:26 Gabi Gobl
Having arguments, critical thinking is, I think, a very effective way and what
00:17:35 Gabi Gobl
everyone can do is to talk to people, not necessarily with the aim of convincing them, but to share what and to be open and try to push other people in a gentle way and probably allow them to push you as well to directions that is uncomfortable.
00:18:01 Gabi Gobl
Like in a way to bring
00:18:05 Gabi Gobl
Different opinions closer together, not necessarily convincing, but to allow that there are different opinions and approaches and they may come from an experience that is not known to you or familiar to you.
00:18:23 Aron Szalay
And is academia currently open to this type of approach?
00:18:30 Aron Szalay
I'm talking in very general terms right now.
00:18:33 Aron Szalay
I'm not sure.
00:18:34 Gabi Gobl
No, I can talk about my experiences as working in the Science, EU Science for Society Hub, where we have a lot of academics and faculty members and staff members who are very open to co-create knowledge and to work with NGOs and communities and to make their research more relevant in a way that it resonates more.
00:18:59 Gabi Gobl
with everyday kind of experiences of people.
00:19:01 Gabi Gobl
And I think it's a process as well, that the more allies you have and the more normalized it is, and the less threatening it is to the prestige of academia, I think it's a good way to do it.
00:19:17 Aron Szalay
You mentioned this prestige of academia.
00:19:19 Aron Szalay
Would that diminish the prestige of academia if people did more engaged research?
00:19:26 Gabi Gobl
I mean, it's a very different answer.
00:19:27 Gabi Gobl
I think if you ask me or if you ask someone who is thinking about, thinking highly about the prestige and ranking.
00:19:39 Gabi Gobl
But no, I don't think so.
00:19:42 Gabi Gobl
And also in the case of CEU, I know that students are, it's very important for students to be relevant in social issues and in engagement.
00:19:53 Gabi Gobl
And I think it would support
00:19:56 Gabi Gobl
prestige, like in a way that the realities of academia and universities are much more complex than being in a high position of rankings that is not even clear what the criteria of being on a ranking list is.
00:20:15 Aron Szalay
Exactly, yeah.
00:20:17 Gabi Gobl
And also there are different ways to put an incentive in how academics or students
00:20:25 Gabi Gobl
engaged.
00:20:26 Gabi Gobl
But also just to say that I think students, they don't need to be convinced that engagement is important.
00:20:34 Gabi Gobl
But if you think about academics as well being overwhelmed, it's understandable that engaged research requires a lot more time and effort.
00:20:44 Gabi Gobl
So I think it's really important to have support units and colleagues who are doing this bridging between academia
00:20:53 Gabi Gobl
and civil society or communities, because it's a lot of communication and levelling expectation to create situations where engaged research or collaboration is possible.
00:21:06 Aron Szalay
Nice.
00:21:06 Aron Szalay
And that's exactly what you are doing.
00:21:10 Aron Szalay
And I can imagine that sometimes it's very hard if there is a researcher who has some kind of idea about the topic that they want to research.
00:21:20 Aron Szalay
And then there is an NGO who, again, has some kind of experience about this same topic.
00:21:25 Aron Szalay
How hard is it to align these ideas and for the researcher to adjust their research or for the NGO to adjust their approach?
00:21:35 Aron Szalay
Is there sometimes a difficulty in navigating these or usually it goes smoothly?
00:21:43 Gabi Gobl
Usually what works best from the NGO point of view is when there is a colleague at the NGO who has an idea
00:21:51 Gabi Gobl
and has a very strong interest to collaborate on some topics.
00:21:56 Gabi Gobl
And if that can be matched with academic or student interest, then that works best.
00:22:04 Gabi Gobl
If they don't have a timeline for that, so it's not something that has a deadline, that also is really helpful because then the students or the researcher can adapt it to their own schedules as well.
00:22:16 Gabi Gobl
I think the approach can be very different if
00:22:19 Gabi Gobl
If you're a researcher who has a little bit more control or ownership over your time, or whether you're a student who are here at CEU, for example, for one year or two years, which is not a lot of times given how work intensive the programs are.
00:22:38 Gabi Gobl
But I would say that personal interest is very important.
00:22:45 Gabi Gobl
on both sides.
00:22:47 Gabi Gobl
So if it's not an assignment that you have to do, but it's your interest to work a paper, for example, that is not only read by your supervisor, but also used for something that is supporting A cause or an organization, I think it's a huge incentive.
00:23:06 Gabi Gobl
And also through an organization, you can learn a lot about policies and structures and legislation and so on.
00:23:13 Gabi Gobl
So there can be also benefits on the side in a way that maybe you had a research idea or purpose and maybe you discover a lot more that can also be built in your research or in your interest or further studies.
00:23:32 Aron Szalay
Yeah, that's for sure.
00:23:34 Aron Szalay
Gabi Gobl, thank you so much for joining me today.
00:23:38 Aron Szalay
This was The Collaboration Code.
00:23:41 Aron Szalay
If you want more information on collaboration opportunities, feel free to reach out to Gobby and the Science for Society Hub.
00:23:48 Aron Szalay
They are here to assist you with connecting society with academic research.
00:23:53 Aron Szalay
And if you want to hear more stories about engaged research, then join me next time when we continue the series on frontier knowledge about the future of university.
00:24:03 Aron Szalay
The theme music is composed by Jano Nemes and Mizrahim.
00:24:06 Aron Szalay
I am Aron Szalay.
00:24:08 Aron Szalay
Thank you for listening.




