
Online Safety Conference 2026:

Protecting children and young people 
from online harm

Will Gardner OBE (he/him) 
CEO, Childnet
Director, UK Safer Internet Centre

Children and AI

12.15 – 12.35



About Childnet

Educating young people, parents 
and carers and the children’s 

workforce
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Coordinating Safer Internet Day in the 
UK as part of the UK Safer Internet 

Centre

Creating innovative educational 
resources, including for children 

with SEND

Influencing policy and empowering 
youth voice

Inspiring digital creativity through our 
film competitions

Encouraging youth leadership and 
peer to peer education



YP Quote

80% of young people believe they should be listened to more about 
changes in technology, including how it could remain safe.  (UKSIC 2024) 

Listening to young people is central to effective online safety. 
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Youth Voice is key here: 



www.childnet.com/resources
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Safer Internet Day 2026 Theme



7

Research: Usage

97% of 8-17s have used AI in some form. Voice assistants and AI in search engines are the 
most frequently used type. 

Standalone apps like ChatGPT are used by 30% at least once a week, incl 24%of 8-12s. 
And daily by 16% of 8-12s and 24% of teens.

Children engage with AI in social media or messaging apps (22% daily), in gaming (18% 
daily)

24% use AI that has an avatar of human like form. 

52% of children say they are using AI more than they were 6 months ago. 

“I am not sure if I use AI or 
not. Maybe I do but I do 

not know that I am”. 
Girl aged 10

“AI is a large part of social media 
online platforms and apps as we 

know it … it’s inescapable ad 
inevitable to interact with”.

Girl aged 16. 



Research: 
What do 
children use AI 
for
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Research: Positive views

58% of children say AI makes their life better
48% say it is an important part of their everyday life
64% say it is the best way to get advice quickly

“People use it when they need advice on 
stuff – like if they don’t know how to write 

a message back to their friends if they 
have had a conflict in a friend group. Lots 
of people use it to help them word things 

or approach difficult situations where 
people are arguing”.

Girl aged 18
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Research: AI on studying and school work
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Research: AI as a source of emotional support

“People my age us AI when they want 
advice without asking someone in 

person. It can be about stress, 
friendships, school problems, or just 
how they are feeling. It is fast private 

and always there”.
Boy, aged 17

“People tend to use 
ChatGPT or other AI as a 
therapist almost, since 
receiving actual mental 

health help is quite hard to 
acquire”.

Girl, aged 15 
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Research: AI and image manipulation

“This is definitely a concern for young 
people at the moment – whether such 
inappropriate images are intended for 

harm or ‘banter’ they are definitely 
becoming a prominent issue in the lives of 

young people”.
Boy aged 17

14% of 8-12s have seen 
people their age using AI to 
make rude or inappropriate 
pictures or video of other 

people.



Supporting children: 
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Who would you talk to if you 
were worried about the way 
you use AI or about something 
made by AI? 



14



saferinternetday.org.uk 



Educational Materials 
For 3-7s, 7-11s, 11-14s, & 14-18s 

Activities that:

• Start conversations about AI online

• Provide practical, relevant information

• Can be adapted to suit learner’s needs

Supported by:

• Guidance for facilitators

• Top tips and key educational messages



3 to 7 year olds 



7 to 11 year olds 

Okay or not okay? 



11 to 14 year olds 

Uses of AI 



11 to 14 year olds 

What are the risks? 



14 to 18 year olds 

Ethical AI 



14 to 18 year olds AI manifesto 



Other key Childnet resource 
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Schools and image security
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Managing student image security: guidance 
for education settings
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The safest option to protect your setting, staff and students is to not use 
student imagery at all, or to consider using imagery that can still showcase 
your setting without using student faces. 

If you are using images of students or learners, you should consider replacing 
images that directly show a student face-on, using alternative angles or 
group shots where possible.



React kindly if we make mistakes without 
being too cross. Stay calm if something goes 
wrong so that we don't panic. Make sure you 
know what to do if something goes wrong so 

we can trust you to be able to help us.

Will Gardner
CEO
will@childnet.com
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