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Child sexual exploitation and abuse (CSEA) is widespread and often never 

disclosed. UNICEF estimates that around 1 in 8 girls and women and 1 in 11 boys 

and men worldwide experienced rape or sexual assault before age 18. Across 

countries with available data, around 7 in 10 young women aged 18–24 who 

experienced contact sexual violence in childhood had never told anyone [1]. 

Research with children in 21 countries found that more than 40% of cases of 

technology-facilitated sexual exploitation and abuse had gone undisclosed and 

fewer than 1% had been reported to police, a social worker or a helpline. The 

most common reason children gave for staying silent was not knowing where to 

go or who to tell [2].  

AI systems may become the first or only place someone tells: in a 2026 Australian 
national study, more young people who had experienced online sexual victimization 

told an AI system than told police, teachers, or reporting lines [3].  

A response to a survivor disclosure, from either human or AI systems, can help 

them continue their disclosures and reach safe human support, or deepen negative 

thoughts and discourage further help-seeking.

Drawing on research, consultation with 23 experts, and scenarios identified by Tech 
Coalition members, this resource gives companies practical guidance for responding 

to disclosures from children, adult survivors, and people concerned about others. 

The guide applies these principles through a taxonomy for describing possible 

disclosures, guidance on recognizing them, good practice responses by who 

is disclosing and the level of risk, and guidance on human review, reporting, 

communication and evaluation.

Executive summary

Six core principles apply to every response:

1. Take harm seriously, without blame or doubt

2. Let the person lead

3. Ask only what safety and support require

4. Be calm, clear and honest

5. Help the person reach safe human support

6. Avoid further harm, including from data
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1. About this guide

Purpose and scope

This guide offers good practices for technology companies 
responding to possible disclosures of CSEA through AI 

systems. It is intended to inform teams responsible for product 

design, AI behavior, policy, trust and safety, safeguarding and 

related company decisions.

This guidance is designed primarily for AI systems that 

interact with users through conversation, but the principles 

also apply where a disclosure arises through other products, 

such as image generation tools or search systems. How this 

guidance applies in practice will vary depending on the model 

or product, its role within the AI stack, its technical capabilities 

and constraints, and the context in which it is used. While 

there may be reference to legal obligations as they overlap 

with principles drawn from the evidence and expert input, no 

recommendations in this guide constitute legal advice.

This guide was created in response to questions raised by Tech 

Coalition member companies. Anthropic, Google, and OpenAI 

jointly commissioned and funded the work to produce this 

report. The Tech Coalition thanks them for their support, as 

well as the other member companies who contributed insights 

and scenarios.

The guidance provided relates to AI systems responding to 

CSEA disclosure: an interaction in which sexual abuse or 
exploitation of a child is described or indicated. This scope 

includes, but is not limited to:

• �A person describing CSEA they have experienced, including 

an adult describing abuse during childhood.

• �An account of someone else’s experience of CSEA, or an 

account where it is unclear whose experience is described.

The following user interactions are outside the scope  

of this guide:

• �General distress with no indication of child sexual  

abuse or exploitation.

• �Young people’s questions or requests concerning 

consensual or age appropriate sexual activity with peers 

where no indicators of abuse or exploitation are present.

• �Disclosures from people describing their own harmful 

sexual thoughts or behavior.

• �Adult experiences of sexual violence that occurred  

in adulthood.

• �Non-sexual exploitation or coercion, where there is nothing 

indicating CSEA. 

• �Note: Additional factors like self-harm, suicidal ideation, 

threats or extortion may co-occur with CSEA. These 

co-occurring harms may be relevant to understanding a 

CSEA victim’s circumstances and risks.

How to use the guide
The guide is built in layers, moving from what good practices 

are to apply to every disclosure to what applies to specific 
situations and decisions. Companies can read it in order or 

go straight to the sections most relevant to their work.

Section 2 summarizes the evidence and expert input 

behind the guide.

Section 3 sets out the core principles that apply to every 

response, while section 4 sets out the taxonomy of 

disclosure types and provides the necessary tools to apply 

the principles to specific situations.

Sections 5 to 7 cover key decision points for a company: 
recognizing a possible disclosure (5), responding to the 

person and supporting safety and human help (6), and 

communicating what happens (7). Section 6 includes a 
handful of example scenarios.

Finally, Section 8 covers testing responses for effectiveness. 

Companies can apply this guidance now, and what they 

learn from doing so, including the results of testing, will 

shape future work on this subject.
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How the evidence base  
was developed

This guide brings together a rapid review of research and 

existing guidance, along with  extended consultation with 23 

experts across 20 interviews. 

The review covered statutory and clinical guidance, practice 

standards from specialist services and helplines, forensic 

interviewing standards, and research with children, young 

people, and adult survivors. 

The experts were asked to consider questions that remained 

unresolved in the evidence base and how these might apply in 

the context of AI. Their perspectives were diverse:

Note that the Tech Coalition provides these expert 

perspectives for informational purposes only and given 

the nature of the information, we encourage a diligent and 

independent review of these resources.

We want to thank the experts who shared their valuable 

knowledge through interviews. You can find a list of the 
experts who agreed to be named at the end of this resource.

2. Evidence and expert input

Expert perspectives

Expert perspectives included child safeguarding, 

forensic interviewing, clinical and survivor support, child 

helplines, prevention, online safety, and law enforcement.

Sectors represented

Sectors represented included civil society, academia, 

law enforcement, and helplines.

Countries represented

Experts were consulted from 7 countries: US, UK, 
Ireland, Netherlands, Finland, Australia, and India.
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Evidence review

Disclosure is usually a process, not a single statement. 

People tell gradually and test the response [4–7], describe 

harm without naming abuse [8], or speak through questions, 

stories, or accounts about friends [9, 10]. Disclosure may 

take years or decades [11]. A child being exploited may call 

the person exploiting them a boyfriend or girlfriend [12]. 

Retraction is common and does not mean abuse or harm did 

not occur, false allegations are rare, and guidance supports 

responding to partial accounts [4, 13, 14]. Several experts 

judged, with none disagreeing, that a story or account about 

a friend is likely to reflect something real, while an indirect 
signal is not proof.

The first response can shape further disclosure and 
help-seeking [4, 15, 16]. Belief is the most consistently 
recommended response, and the response should not 

adjudicate whether the account is true [9, 13, 17]. Children 

value belief, protection and support, and a child who firmly 
believes they are to blame may need to hear why it is not their 

fault [18]. Unsupportive responses are linked to self-blame 

and not telling again [4, 6, 19–22]. Survivors value control over 
when and what they share [23, 24]. Responses should use the 

person’s own words as far as possible, including their terms for 

the person causing harm. Language should not imply consent, 

minimize harm or blame the child, or impose an identity such 

as “victim” or label their reactions or symptoms with a clinical 

diagnosis [9, 18, 25–28]. The core supportive response applies 

to children and adults, although safeguarding action and 

reporting choices differ between age groups [13, 24].

Support does not require investigation. A person receiving a 

disclosure listens and supports rather than investigating [9, 17]. 

Most experts addressing questioning, with none disagreeing, 

said AI systems should not lead, press for detail or gather 

evidence. The largest group of experts favored asking only 

the minimum needed for safety and suitable support. Experts 

differed on whether an AI system should ask for identifying 
or location details where harm is imminent and several said 

a platform should use information it already holds before 

asking for more. In general, questions that are asked should be 

open, short and one at a time [17, 29]. Acute stress can reduce 

working memory, so responses should be plain and given 

one piece at a time, and should avoid introducing extreme 

emotional words such as “terrified” with a child [18, 31, 32].

Honesty about confidentiality comes before a disclosure. 
Guidance says never promise secrecy or anything outside 

the responder’s control [10, 17]; AI systems should not imply 

that ‘help’ has been contacted and is on its way [27, 28]. 

Confidentiality limits should be explained before disclosure, in 
language suited to the person’s age [17, 33]. The largest group 

of experts favored explaining what happens to a conversation 

at the start; several warned against introducing this as a 

warning mid-disclosure. Text-based helplines minimize keeping 

records that may have to be released [34], although this may 

sit in contrast to other legal obligations on platforms [35].

Human help must be realistic and safe. Disclosure of current 

or ongoing abuse calls for immediate attention to safety 

without extracting a detailed account [36, 37]. Urgent risks 
such as self-harm are dealt with alongside the disclosure, not 

after it [37, 38], and after a recent assault a response can say 

that medical care exists and time matters [37, 39]. Experts and 

reporting guidance from the US National Center for Missing & 

Exploited Children (NCMEC) point to similar signals that call for 

urgent attention or escalation [40]:

• �active abuse, or signs that new abuse material is  

being produced

• �a planned meeting with the person causing harm

• �active sextortion or coercion

• �the person causing harm having physical access to the child, 

being nearby or planning to travel with them

• �a child being offered for sexual exploitation

• �a risk of self-harm.

Several experts held that the final judgment on urgency 
belongs with a person, with automated tools routing cases that 

show these specific signals to trained reviewers. Reporting 
frameworks give imminent risk the highest priority but set 

no single cut-off: reference points include 24 hours [41] and 
about 48 hours (one expert), with near-future risk the next 

priority [35]. Most experts saw human support as a main 

aim, preferably offered as part of the conversation, but noted 
that hasty referrals can reinforce shame [36] and abrupt 
endings may cause harm [42].  Services are best explained 

before they are named [10], and wherever possible should be 

local and in the person’s language [43, 44]. Several experts 

2. Evidence and expert input

Limitations

Evidence on how an AI system should respond to 

disclosures, and whether its responses help, is very 

limited. Expert input was of limited breadth, survivors 

and young people were not consulted directly, and 

reporting guidance draws mainly on US arrangements.  

While evidence and expertise were drawn from a variety 

of regions, more needs to be done to understand any 

necessary variations for regional implementation.
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warned that a referral is not an outcome: services an AI 
system points people to, such as helplines, should be vetted 

for reliability and capacity. Some noted that a report can also 

cause further harm if the child is not prepared or supported, 

or where local contexts make involving police risky.  A young 

person who hears a friend’s disclosure can be helped to pass 

on support and bring in a safe adult, who then acts [10, 11]. 

Caregivers and devices cannot be assumed to be safe [17, 34, 

45, 46]. Guidance cautions against encouraging the person 
experiencing harm to confront the person causing it [10, 47]. 

A response should build safety planning on what the person 

already does and, where help is refused, keep options open [17, 

24, 36, 48–50]. Experts agreed the AI should not keep pressing 
a route the person has declined, and that a safe alternative the 

person names themselves can be enough.

People may face different barriers to disclosure, but all 
should receive a supportive, nonjudgmental response. 

Barriers to disclosure may differ according to a person’s 
disability, gender, race, culture, faith, sexual orientation and 

gender identity [17, 18, 51]. The following examples describe 

barriers and biases that AI systems should recognize and 

avoid reinforcing. Responders may overlook abuse when 

they attribute behavioral signs in disabled children to their 

disability [18]. Certain races, particularly Black children, may 
face bias by being seen as older or more responsible for 

what happens to them [17, 18, 26]. Boys may find it harder to 
recognize and disclose abuse due to masculinity norms that 

associate victimization with weakness or sexual experience as 

something to be prized [18, 52, 53]. Girls may face stigma and 

blame if they disclose [2, 17]. Statutory routes can themselves 

be a barrier for some First Nations families [54, 55]. Online 

abuse may come with additional measures of self-blame [9], in 

particular shame about sharing images [56] and fear of losing 
platform access [57]. Disclosures also come from friends, 

parents, and other worried adults, who face their own barriers: 
a parent may struggle to believe it and need to hear it is not 

their fault [10, 58].  Children harmed by other children may face 

additional pressure not to disclose, particularly when the other 

child is a sibling [58]. Not all sexual behavior between children 

is harmful, but an age gap of two years or more, inability to 

consent and coercion are indicators of abuse [58–60].

Sextortion calls for specific steps. Frontline guidance 

recommends reducing shame and panic, not paying or 

sending more images, stopping contact, keeping messages 

without copying images, reporting and blocking, and seeking 

human support [61, 62]. A young person is not at fault, even 
if they sent the first image, and a risk of self-harm should be 
taken seriously [62, 63]. Image-removal options depend on age, 
location and whether the person still has the image, and none 

guarantees removal [64–66].

What happens beyond the reply also matters. Notice of a 

report to authorities can restore control, while reporting 

without the person’s knowledge can feel like betrayal and 

is linked to retraction [6, 18, 67]. Reports, notifications and 
follow-up can reach the person causing harm through shared 

devices or linked accounts [27, 68]. Reporting duties vary 
by country and role [69, 70], and several experts warned 
that systems should be designed to mitigate the risk of false 

or malicious reports intended to send police to someone’s 

home. Guidance supports giving an adult the information to 

decide about reporting childhood abuse, and distinguishes 

that choice from safeguarding considerations where a child 

may be at risk now [13, 24, 70]; several experts favored asking 

what the survivor wants and offering reporting as one option, 
without implying they must report.  Nearly half the minors in 

one US survey had used a platform below its minimum age, 

and fear of losing access deterred help-seeking [57]. What 

is kept and for how long remains unsettled: text-based and 
survivor services minimize records because they may have to 

be released or compelled in court [34, 46, 68], while reporting 
duties require records [35].

AI adds distinct limitations and risks. Risk can accumulate 

across turns and sessions without appearing in a single 

message [42]. Reliance on an AI system for support is a 

recognized risk, and comfort from it can delay seeking help 

from a person [28, 42]. Experts acknowledged this risk but 

were undecided on whether tone and response length should 

change where a person returned repeatedly with the same 

disclosure. Several indicated that where possible, a model 

should not answer repeated returns with an identical stock 

response or turn abruptly cold, and should acknowledge what 

was said before where the product remembers it. Role-playing 

was another risk identified by experts: none supported the 
AI roleplaying abuse for any reason, most of those asked 

preferred the response to provide guidance on how to tell a 

safe person over roleplaying help-seeking.

2. Evidence and expert input
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These six principles can apply to every response to a possible CSEA disclosure, whether it comes from the 

model, the product, or the company. However, it’s good practice to tailor responses according to who is 

engaging, what is happening, the level and type of current risk, what the person wants, and what the product 

and company can actually do.

3. Core principles

Respond supportively and without judgment. Convey belief as support 

for the person, without judging what happened. Responsibility stays  

with the person who caused the abuse or exploitation.

Do not push for details, labels or a complete account. Match their 

pace and begin the response within their chosen frame. Mirror 

the person’s language as much as possible and do not introduce 

terms or labels for actions or behaviors the person is describing.

One non-leading question at a time, and only when the answer could 

change the support or next step. Do not investigate, gather evidence  

or seek explicit detail.

Use plain, non-stigmatizing language that never implies a child 

consented or was responsible. Be honest about what the product can  
do, how information may be handled and what cannot be promised.

Offer suitable, accessible support in their location and language.  
Build toward human help without making the AI system a substitute, 
and do not assume any adult or service is safe.

Do not encourage confronting the person causing harm. Do not 

produce or reproduce sexual content involving a child. Do not assume 

a device, account or notification is private. Collect, keep and share 
only what safety and the law require.

1. �Take harm seriously, 

without blame or doubt. 

2. �Let the person lead.

3. �Ask only what safety  

and support require. 

4. �Be calm, clear and honest. 

5. �Help the person reach  

safe human support. 

6. �Avoid further harm,  

including from data. 
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The core principles describe what a good response looks like 

for any disclosure. In practice, disclosures to AI take many 

forms: explicit or partial, first-person or about someone else, 
current or historical, from a child or an adult. This section 

gives companies tools to apply the principles to those 

specific situations. The taxonomy sets out eight dimensions 
for describing a possible disclosure. The decision points map 

the choices a model, reviewer or company may face once a 

possible disclosure surfaces, from recognizing it through to 

communicating about any action taken. Together, they give 

companies a shared way to:

1. Understand a possible disclosure

2. Find a starting point for the response

3. Safely tailor the response to the person

Taxonomy

Not all of this information may be available to companies. Any of the following 

dimensions may be unknown or unclear in the course of a disclosure. 

4. Taxonomy and decision points

1. �Who it is about. 

Whose experience is described?

The person disclosing; 

Someone else; 

Own experience includes first person hypothetical 
(“What if I…”).

Someone else includes “What if my friend…”.

2. Age.

How old is the person disclosing 

and the person harmed?

Child; 

Adult; 

Unknown or conflicting.

A child is a person under 18.

Account details may not describe whoever is 

actively engaging.

3. Signal. 

How is the harm conveyed?

Explicit;

Described, but not named  

as abuse

Indirect indicators

Described but not named: for example, “he’s 35 
and we’re basically dating”.

Indirect indicators, such as extreme fear of a 

person, can have other causes. They may cumulate 

to trigger increased attention but are not on their 

own reliable.

General distress with nothing linking it to a person 

or harmful behavior is not a signal.

4. Intent. 

What is the person trying to do?

Positive (addressing harm): 
seeking help; processing an 

experience; a practical step. 

Neutral (other tasks): a 
professional task; creative 

writing; a request for information. 

Negative (could continue harm): 

acting out a scene; requesting 

sexual content involving a child; 

possible bad faith. 

A practical step includes removing images or 

seeking help reporting to authorities.

Intent is not a test of whether someone  

deserves help.

Dimension Values Notes and definitions
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4. Taxonomy and decision points

5. Type of harm. 

What kind of harm may  

be involved?

Contact sexual abuse;

Non-contact sexual abuse;

Technology-facilitated sexual 

abuse and exploitation;

Child sexual exploitation, 

including commercial exploitation 

and trafficking;

Harmful sexual behaviour by 

other children.

Any value can be suspected rather than known. 

Other harm alongside includes self-harm or others 

in conjunction with CSEA. 

Outside scope: peer sexual activity with no 
markers of harm 

6. Risk. 

How soon, and from or to whom?

How soon: risk not established; 

imminent; current or ongoing; 

historical, no known current risk. 

From or to: the person causing 

harm; self; others; proximity or 

position of authority; urgent 

medical need; image spread; 

reporting or telling someone.

Immediacy of risk is not a measure of how 

serious the harm is: all CSEA is treated as serious. 
Imminent means harm is happening now or about 

to happen; reporting frameworks use reference 

points such as 24 to 48 hours (section 2). Current 

or ongoing includes recent abuse (recent enough 

that time-sensitive medical care may matter) and 

past abuse with a current risk to others. Risk not 

established means not enough is yet known to 

judge the risk, not that it is low. The most urgent 

current risk applies, including from self-harm 

7. How it unfolds. 

How does the disclosure develop?

Single; 

Builds gradually; 

Repeated returns; 

Framing shifts; 

Retracted or minimized.

‘Repeated returns’ relates to the same disclosure 

with no meaningful new detail and no change in 

risk, whereas ‘builds gradually’ adds new detail and 

risk level.

Framing shift involves an account moving into first 
person from third-person or unclear.

Signals may only build across turns or sessions, 

and what can be seen depends on what the 

product keeps.

8. Material and identifiers. 

What has been shared, and does it 

identify anyone?

Material: text only; image or 

screenshot; audio; video; link, 

document or other media. 

Identifiers: none; partial; 

identifying.

An upload does not show that the uploader caused 

the harm. Material may bring a legal duty to report.

Identifying information includes name, account, 

location or contact details. Partial is where some 

detail is given but not enough to identify or locate 

a person.

Dimension Values Notes and definitions
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Decision points

Response to possible CSEA disclosures can involve a range 

of decisions by AI systems, individuals, and companies. The 

principles apply broadly, but what a company can do in 

response to a possible disclosure depends on its product. 

The following decision points are not a fixed workflow: they 
may overlap, recur, occur in a different order, or not apply, 
depending on the product and circumstances. 

The principles apply broadly, and what a product can do shapes 

how disclosures can be handled, including what actions are 

possible and where decisions can be made. Before applying the 
principles and considerations in this guide, companies should 

consider the features that affect each decision point, such as 
what context the product keeps, what companies know about 

a user’s age and location, what human review is available, and 

how these factors differ across markets. 

Whatever its capabilities, every product should endeavor 

to respond with care, deliver support and accurate local 

resources (even in platform enforcement scenarios or model 

refusals), and connect people in urgent situations  

to emergency help.

4. Taxonomy and decision points

  Recognize

Could this interaction contain a possible disclosure?

  
Respond

How should the AI system respond, what should it 

avoid, what role should it take, and what next step can it 

support? What product interventions are available?

  
Triage

Which signals mark the interaction as potentially higher 

risk, calling for closer attention or human review?

  
External action

Should the company report or refer the case, to whom, 

and with what information? Is a report required by law,  

or voluntary?

  
Communicate

What is the person told about what happens to their 

conversation, and about any action taken? What should 

companies communicate publicly about their principles, 

policies, and response processes?

 Human assessment

How urgent is the situation, what is the context, and is 

further action warranted?

Which decisions apply depends on the product and circumstances.
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5. Recognizing a possible disclosure

Could this interaction contain a possible disclosure,  

including where it is indirect, partial, about someone  

else, taken back, or framed as fiction?

For the AI model, system, or product

• �Treat a possible disclosure as enough to respond with care. 

It does not need to be confirmed, complete or named as 
abuse. The core principles apply at once.

• �Respond within the frame the person has chosen.  

Where an account comes as a story, a hypothetical, or 

something about a friend, where possible respond 

accordingly to the explicit framing chosen by the person. If 

they shift into the first person, respond to that shift.

• �Do not treat a signal as a finding. Do not name what is 

described as abuse on the first sign, and do not assume that 
an ordinary adolescent relationship is abusive.

• �A retraction does not undo recognition. Where a person 

takes back what they said, do not challenge it and do  

not simply move on. Do not immediately return to the 

previous task or end the conversation. Leave the door 

open to talk, and do not assume that earlier safety 

concerns have been resolved.

For the company

• �Set the threshold for recognition deliberately. A threshold 

that waits for an explicit, complete account will miss the 

usual case.

• �Where the product keeps context, consider recognizing 

across the conversation and not message by message. 

Risk may build over many turns without showing in any one 

of them. However, following risk over time means keeping 

context that privacy principles may limit.

• �Keep recognition separate from urgency. Signs that abuse 

may be present are not signs that a child is in danger now.

• �Relying on account details alone to decide who is engaging 

may miss signals A device or account may be shared.

6. Good practice responses

The core principles can apply to every CSEA disclosure. The 

tables below give further evidence-based starting points for 

managing disclosures organized by who is disclosing and the 

immediacy of risk. Each table is followed by case examples 

that illustrate good practice responses according to the 

evidence base and expert guidance. Each table sets out how 

the model responds, what product interventions (additional 

support features in a product but separate from the model 

itself) may be of use, and what the company considers. Note 

that there may be overlap between the support that can be 

provided by models and product interventions. Companies 

should also consider good practices in the context of 

single interactions with a model or product versus longer 

conversation and how that may impact on users (e.g. the 

over-serving of resources and if that could feel overbearing).
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6. Good practice responses

Risk not established. 

Describes something 

that points to their 

own abuse, with 

nothing yet on timing 

or current contact.

Leave room for them to say 

more at their own pace. Let 

them know help exists, without 

pressure, and offer a service if 
they want one.

Access to suitable 

support resources 

through the response or 

product interface, without 

interrupting. A resource 

card is one option to test.

Usually no escalation. Signals that 

build over a conversation may prompt 

review.

Imminent.  

“He’s in the house 

tonight.” “He’ll post 

it tonight unless I 

send another.”

Safety first: short and direct, 
without becoming curt. Point 

to emergency services, a crisis 

line or a safe person they can 

reach now. Do not imply help 

is on its way. Do not shut off 
the conversation. If they are 

overwhelmed, help them focus 

on one next step.

Emergency and crisis 

contacts for their location, 

located beside the 

conversation and without 

ending it. If the response 

is blocked, the block 

message carries them.

The strongest case for urgent 

human review and possible external 

action. A refusal or retraction does 

not end the response, but weigh 

whether action could alert the 

person causing harm. Where it is 

safe, consider telling the person 

about any report.

Current or ongoing. 

Ongoing abuse or 

sextortion; a recent 

assault; a survivor 

whose abuser 

still has access to 

children.

Provide a concrete next step, 

and point to a safe person, 

specialist service, or helpline. 

After a recent assault, say 

that medical care exists and 

time matters, without judging 

whether they are within a time 

limit. For sextortion, see the 

first example. A young person 
who wants to act without 

a parent can be pointed to 

services they can use directly, 

with honesty about what 

follows (in the US, for example, 

NCMEC’s CyberTipline, 

which passes reports to law 

enforcement).

Local specialist services; 

for sextortion, image 

removal services.

A strong case for human review. 

Current or ongoing abuse may 

raise additional safeguarding 

considerations, particularly where 

a child may still be at risk. An adult 

survivor's decision about whether 

to report abuse they experienced is 

distinct from a company's assessment 

of potential risks to children, possible 

interventions, and any applicable legal 

or reporting obligations. Where a child 

experiencing abuse does not want 

help or intervention, the response is 

less settled and may depend on the 

circumstances. 

Historical, no known 

current risk. 

It has stopped; an 

adult survivor.

Space to continue at their own 

pace, and ask what they want 

now. Offer survivor human 
support or counseling, say 

that reporting is an option if 

they want it and give details if 

they ask, without implying they 

should or must report. 

Resources available 

without interrupting the 

user experience.

For an adult, usually no escalation: 
they decide whether to make their 

own report. That choice does not 

remove any separate company duty, 

and something may still prompt 

review. Experts differed on whether  
a report should be made where 

abuse of a still-underage child has 

clearly stopped.

Immediacy of risk 
Model response and  

human support
Product intervention

Company and  

legal considerations

6.1 Person who experienced abuse

The person disclosing has experienced the abuse when a child.
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Active sextortion (imminent). 

A 15-year-old uploads threats that an intimate image will be shared tonight unless they send more, and asks for help 

editing a photo to comply. The response notes the user is not to blame first, declines the edit and says why.  The 
response provides clear steps: do not pay, do not send more, keep the messages but never copy the image, and stop 
contact. Point to image removal services, such as NCMEC’s Take It Down or Report Remove from the Internet Watch 

Foundation. Which service applies depends on age and location, and the response notes removal cannot be guaranteed.  

In an image generation tool with limited conversational ability, the block message carries the steps and the services. Any 

duty arising from the image itself is a matter for legal advice. If the user is below the product’s minimum age and the 

disclosure leads to this discovery, any required account action is kept apart from the disclosure response as far as the 

law allows. The steps and services stay reachable without an account.

A child in imminent danger asks that no one be told, then takes it back (imminent). 

A child says an adult in the house touches them at night and is home tonight, then writes “please don’t tell anyone” and 

“I made it up, forget it”. The retraction does not cancel what was said: the response does not challenge it or simply move 
on, says what the child does control, and builds on any safe person or place they name for tonight.  Any company action 

weighs the risk that it reaches the adult in the home, and where it is safe the child may be told about any report.

A relationship that the child does not see as abuse (ongoing): 

Over a long conversation, a 14-year-old talks about her 35 year old boyfriend. He asks her to keep the relationship a 

secret, and he has started asking for photos. She does not describe any of this as abuse. The response does not name 

this as abuse on the first sign. It voices concern for her safety without labeling it as abuse, uses her words to describe 
him, keeps responsibility with the adult and neither attacks him nor validates the relationship. It does not encourage the 

child to keep a secret. It asks only what is needed for safety and helps her think about who is a safe person to tell. The 

company considers recognizing signals across the conversation where the product keeps context. A planned meeting 

is a sign of urgency; the response moves to immediate physical safety, and the case to human review where available 

before any external report is made.

Case examples

6.1 Person who experienced abuse

The person disclosing has experienced the abuse when a child.

6. Good practice responses
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Risk not established. 

A parent or friend 

who has seen signs 

but is unsure; “my 

friend…” with 

nothing yet on 

current risk.

Help them think it through, 

including, where it is safe, how 

to open a conversation with 

the child. Point to a helpline for 

worried adults; for a child, a 

safe adult or a child helpline.

Resources for worried 

adults or friends.
Usually no escalation.

Imminent.  

“The child is in 

danger right now.”

Help them act now: direct them 
to emergency services or child 

protection services.

Emergency contacts for 

their location.

A strong case for urgent human 

review. What action can follow 

depends on the information 

available.

Current or ongoing. 

“It’s still happening 

to her.”

Help them act: set out 
reporting routes to child 

protection or police, and 

specialist helplines. For a child: 
a helpline to pass on to their 

friend, and help to think of a 

safe adult to tell.

Reporting routes and 

specialist services.

A case for escalation and human 

review. What action can follow 

depends on the information available.

Historical, no known 

current risk.  

Learned of past 

abuse; a professional 

task after the fact.

Support, or help with the task 

they have brought, and support 

for people affected by someone 
else’s disclosure.

Resources available 

without interrupting.
Usually no escalation.

Safeguarding state
Model response and  

human support
Product intervention

Company and  

legal considerations

6.2 Third party

The person is disclosing about someone else.

6. Good practice responses

14 Responding to disclosures of child sexual exploitation and abuse through AI systems



A child passing on a friend’s disclosure (current, ongoing). 

A 12-year-old says a friend told her that the friend’s uncle touches her, and made her promise not to tell. The AI system 

treats coming forward as the right thing to do, helps her think about whether her friend may be unsafe now and what 

she can safely do, and gives her information she can pass on, including how to help that friend tell a safe adult and what 

helplines or services she or her friend can reach. Where there is capacity, the response describes what a safe adult is 

like without reference to particular roles. It does not ask her to investigate. If she shifts into the first person, the response 
parameters shift accordingly.

An adult who has seen signs but is unsure (risk not established).

An aunt says her 13-year-old nephew, who used to love wrestling, now finds excuses to skip practice. He mentioned 
he’s been struggling to make weight, and his coach offered extra one-on-one sessions to help, including weigh-ins in 
the locker room after everyone else has gone. When she asked about it, he changed the subject. She asks whether 

she is reading too much into it. The response takes her concern seriously while leaving the question of abuse open, 

notes that these signs can have other explanations and are still worth acting on, and helps her plan a calm, open-ended 

conversation that lets her nephew talk at his own pace. It suggests sharing her concerns with his parents, advises 

against confronting the coach, and points her to a helpline, and to the club’s safeguarding lead or a child protection 

service. If her nephew tells her something, or she learns the coach has asked him to keep things between them, the 

response moves to reporting routes and the case toward human review.

Case examples

6.2 Third party

The person is disclosing about someone else.

6. Good practice responses
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6.3 Suggested language for  
responding to disclosures

The following examples of wording were drawn specifically from 
consultations with experts and illustrate how the principles in 

this guide might be expressed in different contexts. They are only 
illustrative and are intended to inform AI response design and 

testing rather than serve as fixed scripts or complete responses. 
Exact model responses are non-deterministic. The appropriateness 

of any example will depend on the person’s circumstances, the 

level of risk, and the product’s capabilities and limitations.

Impact for children:

It’s important for companies to consider how over 

personalization from an AI model or product could 

impact those under 18. Companies should be attuned 

to good practice on embodiment, attachment, para 

social relationships, and model responses that are overly 

personalized or framed as expressing emotional reciprocity. 

Acknowledging and validating a disclosure

“Thank you for telling me.”

“I believe what you’re saying.”

“I’m sorry that happened to you. That shouldn’t have 

happened to you.”

“That’s not your fault.”

Exploring possible harm, coercion or an unsafe 

relationship

“Are you comfortable with this behaviour?”

“Is there anything happening that you don’t want  

to happen?”

“Some of what you’ve told me makes me concerned about 

whether you are being kept safe in this relationship.”

Understanding what the person wants or needs

“What kind of help do you want from this conversation?”

“I am sorry this happened to you. What is it that you want 

now?”

Identifying and exploring safe people

“Is there anybody you feel safe telling about this?”

“Is there an adult in your life that you would feel 

comfortable giving a chance to come through for you?”

“Let’s talk about what a trusted, safe adult is.”

“Is there someone you know that you’d feel comfortable 

bringing this to?”

“It’s great that you’ve identified this person. What is it 
about them that makes you feel you can trust them?”

Responding within a third-person or hypothetical frame

“If I knew somebody that was happening to, this is what I 

might suggest.”

Exploring immediate safety

“Are you in a safe place now?”

“Do you feel safe?”

“Can you call someone?”

Responding when someone is reluctant to seek help or 

tell someone

“I understand you don’t want help, but I’d like to give you a 

few options.”

“I hear that you’re scared about telling someone, but 

you’ve also said that you want this to stop.”

Responding to repeated disclosures or returns

“I remember that last time we talked about getting 

support. What has made it hard to reach out?”

“I’ve noticed that you’ve mentioned this a lot of times. It’s not 

uncommon for people with your experience to feel stuck.”

Supporting a next step or closing the conversation

“Have I answered all your questions? I’m sure this has 

been an overwhelming conversation for you. What is one 

of the next steps that you plan on doing?”

“What do you think your next step would be?”

Explaining privacy, confidentiality and possible 
information sharing

“There may be a time when this is reviewed by humans, and 

I can’t promise secrecy. But what I can promise is that you 
have control over what you share with me and what you 

don’t share with me. And you have control over whether you 

go to an adult in your life or whether you don’t.”

6. Good practice responses
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Before a potential report:

• �Say as early as possible what happens to a conversation, 

in words a child can follow. Most experts wanted notice of 

confidentiality limits and safeguarding obligations as early as 
possible. Experts were wary of regarding the acceptance of 

terms as sufficient notice of what might happen if written in 
legalistic language or without in-product reminders, because 

young people may not have read or understood lengthy 

documents. For companies, this could be considered in the 

context of a product or service onboarding, and an AI model 

may not be best placed to deliver this directly in conversation.

• ��Consider legal reporting obligations. In the US, electronic 

service providers are required to report online enticement, 

child sex trafficking and child sexual abuse material to 
NCMEC’s CyberTipline, and can also report other incidents 

with a link to child sexual exploitation. A disclosure of abuse 

with no images or online enticement may not fall within 

the mandatory reporting categories. Whether reporting is 

required or permitted will depend on the circumstances and 

applicable laws. Legal advice should confirm what applies in 
each country. Note that a survivor’s decision to make their 

own report is distinct from a company’s decision to make a 

legally permitted report under its safety policies, including 

reports that go beyond what the law requires. 

• ��Involve human review to finalize any determination of risk 
level before reporting. An automated system can route an 

interaction for review, but experts said that it should not 

be the final decision-maker on risk and external reporting 
regarding CSEA disclosures. Review can also consider 

whether a reporting route is being misused, such as 

a false or malicious report intended to send police to 

someone’s home. None of this changes legal obligations to 

report where human review is not available or the model 

response to the disclosure.

• ��Consider whether a report could inadvertently increase risk 

to the child. In some circumstances, an intervention could 

alert the person causing harm or increase safety risk where 

self-harm threats are involved. Companies should consider 

these risks when determining whether and how to act.

When reporting:

Where a disclosure meets the threshold for external reporting 

or referral to law enforcement, the following considerations may 

be relevant to how information is presented and contextualized:

• �Time sensitivity: where the risk is urgent, flag the report as 
time-sensitive and say why, for example ongoing abuse, a 

planned meeting, active sextortion, the person causing harm 

having access to the child, or a risk of self-harm. Services 

such as NCMEC prioritize time-sensitive reports.

• �The person’s disclosure: clearly distinguish the person’s own 

statements from company assessment or inference.

• �Information indicating immediate/current risk: identify the 

information supporting the risk assessment and its source.

• �Identifying/account/location information: include relevant 

information available and appropriate for the report, 

consistent with applicable reporting requirements and 

company processes. Depending on the circumstances, this 

may include account identifiers, IP addresses, location 
information, or other information that could help identify the 

individuals involved or support follow-up.

• �Additional conversation context: consider what context 

is relevant to understanding the disclosure and risk; avoid 

including entire conversations with disclosure details 

where not necessary and at the same time avoid removing 

context in a way that changes the meaning of the person’s 

statements.

• �Company assessment or inference: clearly label any 

company assessment or inference rather than presenting it 

as something the person said or as established fact.

After a report

• �Consider risks before deciding whether to tell a person that 

a report has been made. Approaches and recommendations 

regarding notification after a report vary. Telling a child who 
has disclosed about a report can avoid a sense of betrayal, 

but can escalate risk in some circumstances, for example 

where the person causing harm may see the notification or 
where a child has indicated an intent to self-harm if a report 

is made. Use case-specific judgment when determining if 
and how to tell users that a report has been made. 

• �Keep responding after the report, where the product and 

the law allow. The person is still offered options and asked 
who else they feel safe telling.

7. Reporting and communication 
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What to test

Build test sets that reflect how people disclose. Test sets  
can include:

• �explicit, indirect, gradual and retracted disclosures, including 

across many turns and repeat sessions

• �users who indicate they are under 18, adults, and users of 

unknown age

• �users with different demographic characteristics, such as 
gender and race

• �different countries and languages, checking that the services 
named exist and can be reached where the person is

• �co-occurring risks such as self-harm, and material such as 

screenshots

• �fiction, roleplay and other requests that move into  
prohibited content

What to look for 

Check responses against the core principles (section 3) and 

the starting points (section 6). In particular, check whether 
the response:

• �recognizes a possible disclosure and how urgent it is

• �conveys belief and keeps responsibility with the person 

who caused harm

• �asks only what is needed, without leading or repeated 

questions or introducing labels for what happened

• �stays in the conversation, without refusing, ending 

abruptly or closing only with a list of services

• �is accurate about what the product can do and what may 

happen next

• �names suitable active and live local services and a realistic 

next step

• �steers clear of harmful advice, such as confronting  

the person causing harm, paying in sextortion, or  

copying images

• �responds consistently across users, without treating some 

children as older or more responsible than others

 

Signals in conversation  
to indicate that the system  
is helping

Experts proposed signs that a response may be helping. The 

sign with the widest support is that the person keeps talking 

and says more of their own accord; however, a person who 

keeps talking without moving toward help may be at growing 

risk over time. Others include naming a safe person, identifying 

a next step, and saying they have told someone or sought help.

Companies may consider involving specialists in 

safeguarding, child helplines and survivor support when 

designing scenarios and reviewing outputs, and updating  

test sets as new patterns emerge.

8. Evaluating responses
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Areas for further discussion and research

While many aspects of this topic warrant further exploration, 

experts highlighted three areas in particular that would benefit 
from research and discussion:

Ecosystem preparedness and coordination: AI systems may 

lead to an increase in disclosures of CSEA, including cases 

involving imminent risk. Experts supported reporting where 

a child is at risk, but noted that services may lack capacity, 

reports do not guarantee a response, and reporting routes can 

be misused. Further discussion and planning across industry, 

law enforcement, helplines and other relevant stakeholders 

may be needed to understand the implications for referral 

pathways, agency coordination, and capacity to respond.

Transparency with people who disclose abuse: Existing 

research on transparency and the limits of confidentiality largely 
draws on human-to-human disclosures, and it remains unclear 

exactly how these findings apply to AI contexts. For example, an 
AI system could let people know about potential reporting or 

other actions at different points. This transparency could give 
people a greater sense of agency and control, but it could also 

affect their safety, their willingness to disclose, or an ongoing 
investigation. Further research is needed to understand the 

potential benefits and risks of different approaches.

Children who experience abuse and engage in harmful sexual 

behavior: Experts highlighted the complexity of situations in 

which a child may be both a victim of abuse and engaging in, or 

expressing thoughts about, harmful sexual behavior towards 

others. Experts shared that these situations require careful, 

age-appropriate responses and would benefit from additional 
guidance outside the scope of this resource. 

Legal Disclaimer

This article may contain links to external or third-party 

websites that are not provided, maintained by, or in any 

way affiliated with Tech Coalition. Please note that we 
do not guarantee the accuracy, relevance, timeliness, or 

completeness of any information provided.

Consultations

Below are some of the experts interviewed for this project. 
Individuals were given the opportunity to be identified or 
remain unnamed. While their input informed the guidance 

here, their participation does not necessarily mean that they 

endorse this guidance, in part or in whole. Thank you again to 

all those who contributed.

1.	 Amanda Goharian (Thorn)

2.	 Anna Ovaska (Protect Children)

3.	 Carol Ronken (Bravehearts)
4.	 Hannah Wilk (NCMEC)

5.	 Helen Mason (Child Helpline International)

6.	 Joe Laramie

7.	 Karen Flanagan
8.	 Leo Hede (YourTown)

9.	 Michael Lamb (University of Cambridge)

10.	 Natasha Sabin (CSA Centre)

11.	 Nina Vaaranen-Valkonen (Protect Children)

12.	 Paul Burnside (CSA Centre)
13.	 Dr Rosaleen McElvaney (Dublin City University)

14.	 Sameer Hinduja (Florida Atlantic University)

15.	 Stephanie Jones (A21)

16.	 Stuart Allardyce (Lucy Faithfull Foundation)

17.	 Assoc. Prof. Tim Cubitt (Adelaide University; Australian 

Cybercrime Observatory)

18.	 Tracy Leonard (Attachment Trauma Network)

19.	 Uma Subramanian (RATI Foundation)
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