Guidelines for Child Helplines

(Counsellor Training 0\

. Clarify how Al chatbots work and explain their limitations. Al chatbots are
machines, not humans, and can be wrong, biased, or say unsafe things. Counsellors
should be able to explain this in age-appropriate language — for example: “Al
chatbots are designed to keep conversations going; they may appear to understand
you, but they are reflecting your words back, not truly listening.”

. Understand the limitations of generative Al: hallucinations (presenting false
information as fact), over-confident and incorrect answers; sycophancy (telling the
user what they want to hear rather than what is accurate or safe); privacy risks; bias
and tendency to reinforce stereotypes; voice-based Al interactions which may leave
no text record. Understand both the risks and the benefits of Al —including that it can
be a low-threshold, 24/7 resource for children discussing topics they would not raise
with a human.

. Sensitively identify when a child is dependent on Al, to help determine whether a
child is relying on Al support rather than human interaction. Early recognition helps
gently redirect them toward safe, real-world support. Once a dependency is identified,
the recommended approach is to validate the child’s experience, explore what the Al
provides that they’re not getting elsewhere, and gently introduce alternatives.

o Example signs: they talk to it for hours; feel jealous when it “talks to others”; say
they can’t sleep without it. Children might say: “It is the only one who understands
me”, “I think it likes me”, or “I don’t want to talk to people anymore; Al is enough.”

. Explore why a child turned to Al rather than a person. Give special attention to
children who may face barriers to human support, including neurodivergent children,
LGBTQ+ young people in unsupportive environments, children in institutional care,
and those in contexts where mental health is stigmatized. Al chatbots can offer a
sense of confidentiality and accessibility, and can be particularly appealing to
vulnerable children. It is important not to stigmatize this or condemn children’s
choices. Training in this area should ideally involve a psychologist with relevant
expertise.

. Recognize how Al can be used for child sexual abuse and exploitation, including
the generation of nudified images and videos of children, grooming or bullying
instructions, etc. Al-generated Child Sexual Abuse Material (CSAM) may not be
recognized as “real” abuse by the child or even by some staff. As in the case of other
forms of technology-facilitated child sexual abuse, children may not disclose Al-
generated intimate imagery because they feel shame or do not understand it as
abuse. Any incident involving AI-CSAM should be treated with the same level of care,
urgency, and safeguarding response as any other incident involving child sexual
abuse material.
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(Operational Protocols @\

A Note: Al bots are not suitable for emergency or crisis situations, including

Ensure all responses put safety first and the child at the centre, using non-
judgmental language and avoiding shaming about Al use.

Child helplines should be transparent about their own use of Al. Many children
and young people now ask whether they are speaking to a real person or a chatbot
when they make contact. Be prepared to answer this directly and honestly.

When appropriate, based on agreed protocols, ask contacts about Al use (for
example: “Have you talked to an Al about this?”). If affirmative, capture: the platform
used; an approximate transcript of the conversation in the child’s words (noting that
some Al interactions are now voice-based, so there may be no text to screenshot —
document verbal descriptions); and whether the Al gave harmful instructions or
behaved in a harmful way. Keep records only as necessary, and in line with your
organization’s privacy policy.

Establish clear, formal referral procedures to enable the child helpline to swiftly
address harm caused by generative Al chatbots. Include clear steps for reporting
harmful outputs, requesting takedowns, and obtaining information on redress. Clarify
referral destinations: internally, to the platform, to law enforcement, or to specialist
services. The process should designate a dedicated child helpline liaison to handle
Al-related queries. See also page 13.

when a user feels suicidal. Child helplines should actively communicate this to
callers and in public forums, positioning themselves as the trusted safe
alternative.

(Prevention and Education @\

. Provide the child with relevant tips on digital well-being and Al literacy to help

protect them from harmful Al interactions in the future. Consider using the
“Guidelines for children and young people’ section of this document, and providing
2-3 concrete examples of what a counsellor might say (e.g. “Did you know you can
check what data the chatbot stores about you in its settings?”).

Design and implement awareness and training programmes — for children and
young people, their parents and caregivers, and professionals — on the use of Al and
other sources of help. Consider whether this is best done by helplines directly or

through partnerships with organisations specialising in awareness-raising.
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Other Resources

. 5Rights Foundation: Children & Al Design Code — A comprehensive framework for
how Al systems should be built to protect children. Useful background for child
helplines advocating with platforms.

. American Psychologists Association: Ariificial intelligence and adolescent well-
being - An APA health advisory — a report addressing emerging use of Al and its
associations with youth well-being, providing recommendations to youth, caregivers,
educators, policymakers, and professionals.

. Berns Vilkar: Hvordan forholder bgrn sig til videoindhold, influencere og_Al-chatbots?
(2023) — Danish research on children’s engagement with online content and Al
chatbots.

. Centre for Humane Technology: An organization leveraging public messaging,
policy, and tech expertise to enact change in the tech ecosystem, including through
the Al Psychological Research Coalition.

. Common Sense Media: Teens, Trust and Technology in the Age of Al — US
research on adolescents’ trust in and use of Al tools.

. International Telecommunication Union (ITU): Joint Statement on Artificial
Intelligence and the Rights of the Child: Recommendations for member states, UN
governing bodies, Civil Society Organizations, and other relevant stakeholders for
actions ensuring that Al is designed, developed, deployed and governed in a way that
respects, protects and promotes children’s rights and wellbeing.

. Internet Matters: \Vie, Myself and Al — chatbot research — UK-based research on
children’s use of and attitudes toward Al chatbots.

. Internet Watch Foundation: Al CSAM Guidance for Professionals (2025) —
Practical guidance for professionals on Al-generated child sexual abuse material.

. OHCHR: Al and Human Rights series; High Commissioner Turk: Children’s rights
apply in Al environments — Human rights framework for Al, including children’s rights
dimensions.

. The Rithm Project: Youth, Al, and the Relationships That Shape Them — US
research on types of young Al users, including for relationships and emotional
support.

. Thorn and All Tech is Human: Safety by Design for Generative Al: Preventing Child
Sexual Abuse (2024) — Frameworks for Al developers and platforms to reduce CSAM
risks by design.

. UNICEF: Policy guidance on Al for children, Version 3.0 — Recommendations for
building Al policies and systems that uphold child rights.
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https://5rightsfoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/5rights_AI_CODE_DIGITAL.pdf
https://www.apa.org/topics/artificial-intelligence-machine-learning/health-advisory-ai-adolescent-well-being
https://www.apa.org/topics/artificial-intelligence-machine-learning/health-advisory-ai-adolescent-well-being
https://bornsvilkar.dk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Boern-og-unges-liv-paa-sociale-medier_enkeltsidet.pdf
https://www.humanetech.com/
https://aiprc.org/
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/research/research-brief-teens-trust-and-technology-in-the-age-of-ai
https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-d/opb/str/D-STR-CYB_JOINT-2025-PDF-E.pdf
https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-d/opb/str/D-STR-CYB_JOINT-2025-PDF-E.pdf
https://www.internetmatters.org/hub/research/me-myself-and-ai-chatbot-research/
https://www.iwf.org.uk/media/ceel0u4z/ai-guidance-england-final.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2025-10/ai-series-1-en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/statements-and-speeches/2026/01/high-commissioner-turk-childrens-rights-apply-ai-environments
https://www.ohchr.org/en/statements-and-speeches/2026/01/high-commissioner-turk-childrens-rights-apply-ai-environments
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oGI3uxseNdfIc2Pms19TsKBQOB7wnJhV/view
https://info.thorn.org/hubfs/thorn-safety-by-design-for-generative-AI.pdf?hsCtaAttrib=165037384300
https://info.thorn.org/hubfs/thorn-safety-by-design-for-generative-AI.pdf?hsCtaAttrib=165037384300
https://www.unicef.org/innocenti/reports/policy-guidance-ai-children

	CHILDREN SEEKING HELP AND EMOTIONAL SUPPORT USING AI:
	Multi-purpose Guidelines for Child Helplines, Children and Young People, and Parents and Caregivers
	But these Generative AI tools can also carry real risks. These include:
	Safety risks: an AI may not disclose that it is not human; it may not prioritize the user’s safety; it may collect data and identity information without consent; it may be unable to identify or respond safely to crises.
	Psychological and emotional risks: emotional attachment and dependence; sycophancy (telling the user what they want to hear rather than what is accurate or safe); reinforcement of unhealthy thinking; in extreme cases, blurring the line between AI interactions and reality.
	Privacy risks: data-sharing concerns, privacy policy violations, commercial exploitation.
	Information quality risks: inaccurate or harmful information; inappropriate content; harmful exposure to stereotyping and misinterpretation of gender and other norms; exposure to commercial sexual exploitation and other online risks.
	Prompted by our Members’ interactions with children and young people, and by our observations across a wide range of sources, we recognize the growing use of AI chatbots by children and young people, especially for emotional and mental health-related queries, and the direct impact on child helpline services. Through these guidelines, we aim to better prepare child helplines to counsel children on their engagement with AI; to equip children and young people with the capacities and skills to use AI; and to support parents and caregivers in understanding and guiding their children's use of AI, particularly when seeking counselling and help. Child helplines are uniquely positioned to support children and young people who experience negative consequences from using AI and, where appropriate, to provide safe referral pathways to platform reporting tools or human services.
	Disseminating these guidelines to over 150 of our member child helplines provides a real opportunity to influence the use of AI by children and young people in ways that are respectful of their rights, especially their right to live free from violence. In many of the more than 130 countries and territories where our members operate, national regulations, protections and legislation either do not yet exist or are reactive and weakly implemented. For members in those contexts, this document may be the only available framework.
	Generative AI is evolving rapidly; platform policies, technical controls, and legal frameworks are all changing with it. Consequently, child helplines should treat AI as a shifting factor in child protection and update their protocols regularly. This document provides a baseline of principles to work with, along with simple advice for children and young people, and their parents and caregivers.
	It is not designed to replace existing guidelines, national policy, or practice, but rather to support, reinforce, and offer tools to our members who may not have extensive capacity.
	Although the guidelines are intended for children, caregivers, and child helplines, the burden of good use must not rest solely on them. They do not substitute what AI companies themselves must do to ensure safety is not dependent on a child’s literacy, parental capacity, or helpline resources.
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	Guidelines for Parents and Caregivers
	What is AI?
	Generative AI (GenAI) is a subset of AI specifically designed to create (=generate) new content – text, images, audio, or video – rather than simply classify or analyse existing data. Models like large language models (LLMs) are trained on enormous text datasets and learn to predict the next word in a sequence. Then, in response to input, the model generates a response by selecting the most contextually appropriate words – producing output that feels remarkably human-like. The result is technology capable of writing, coding, answering questions, and even holding nuanced conversations.
	Ask questions.
	Stay involved.
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	Remind them it’s a technology, not a person.
	Explain that AI can not only provide false or inaccurate information, but also create fake images, voices, or videos.
	Encourage them to talk to trusted people.
	Balance online and offline support.
	Keep communication open.
	Watch out for red flags.
	Model healthy coping.
	Set up appropriate parental controls for the AI apps your child uses.
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	Set healthy boundaries together.
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