THE PRINCIPLES OF
INTERACTING WITH CHILDREN
IN CHAT WORK

INTRODUCTION
This guide covers the essential principles guiding counselling work in the form of chat and the
online interaction with children at Save the Children. It is designed primarily for counselling work in the Netari online youth club’s services for children and young people,
run by Save the Children Finland. Netari-chat is an anonymous online chat, where
young people can talk with professionals or trained volunteers one-on-one. These
principles can also be applied to many other types of online counselling work. The
principles are designed to support counsellors, both employees and volunteers, in various counselling situations and to help ensure that children are met in the service as fairly as possible.
There is no need, however, to efface one’s own personality in counselling work, but it is good to
reflect on one’s own way of interacting with children in relation to these principles.
The principles of interacting that we consider in this guide are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Unhurriedness.
Providing space and encouraging discussion.
Asking questions, listening & showing that you care.
Openness, interest & respect regarding the experiences, views and circumstances of the child.
Receiving and enduring difficult experiences and feelings.
Providing the correct information.
Ending conversations respectfully and positively.
Making use of contacts outside chat.

In addition to the above-mentioned principles, we also consider briefly talking about sex,
because communications relating to it are faced regularly in chats and they may in some cases
be felt to be challenging to respond to.
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1. UNHURRIEDNESS
We meet all children in our services unhurriedly. We place importance on giving the young person your time and presence. Our Netari-chat has a recommended maximum duration for a single chat-conversation, 45 minutes. This means that sometimes the conversation has to end, even
if the young person would prefer to keep talking. It is important to make sure that running out
of conversation time does not come as a surprise to the young person. To ensure this, please
inform about the remaining time available right at the start of the chat, or well before the end
of the chat time, when a suitable moment arises. It is also good for the counsellor to remember
that in Netari-chat, the time recommendation is not “carved in stone” and the counsellor can
assess whether the chat needs to be continued in the case, e.g., of an acute suicidal state or
when dealing with some other time-consuming subject.
“Welcome to chat! We have the next 45 minutes to chat about what’s on your mind…”
“At this point, I’d like to point out that we still have 15 minutes left to chat. We can devote the time to
dealing with whatever topics you have in mind”
Interacting with the child unhurriedly and personally is one of the core principles of our service.
For this reason, it is important not to tell young people contacting the service about how many
other young people may possible waiting in the chat queue. So please don’t justify ending the
chat to the young person by the fact that X other young people are waiting in the queue to
chat. You can say that the reason for ending the chat is to treat all children fairly and to enable
as many young people as possible to chat during the evening within the same time slot.
It is important for children to feel that the counsellor is present for them in the chat.
Sometimes, children may have waited in the queue for a while before getting through. In that
case, it is possible that they do not notice immediately that the chat has started and it will
take a while to get a response. Children can also have other reasons why getting started can
occasionally be slow. If the young person does not respond to your greeting, try once again, for
example by asking what they would like to talk about. If they have not written anything within
the first 10 minutes, you can tell them that you are closing the chat. This can be done, for example, with the following message:
“Hi! You don’t appear to be there now, and so unfortunately I will have to close the chat. Thank you
for getting in touch. Have a nice evening and please feel free to get in touch later”.
So please wait about 10 minutes before you close the chat if there is no response to
your greeting immediately.
It is important that the last visitors of the evening/shift are met calmly/respectfully in chats. The
final conversation of the shift should be started no later than 15 minutes before the
queue closes. The child should be informed right at the start of how much time there is left. If
the matter is left unfinished, you can encourage the young person to come back next time the
chat is open. You can also suggest to the young person some other service to refer to.
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2. PROVIDING SPACE AND ENCOURAGING
DISCUSSION
The chat conversation is often the first time many young people tell anyone about what is troubling them. It can take time to build up trust and pluck up courage to chat. We give the young
person space to think about what they want to chat about and to what extent. Often the young
person does not necessarily personally know or is not able to put into words what is worrying
them or why they feel bad. It is also important to provide space for ignorance and “dunno” type
answers, but at the same time, it can be part of the counsellor’s role to encourage them to open
up. The fact that the young person cannot find the courage immediately to say what is on their
mind is not a ground for ending the chat.
“It does not matter even if you don’t actually know what you want to chat about and what’s troubling
you. Do you mind if I just ask you a few things?”
“It’s really great that you have come here to chat. You can tell me just as much as you want and you
don’t have to answer anything, but please be aware that this chat is completely confidential and I am
here just for you”
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3. ASKING QUESTIONS, LISTENING & SHOWING
THAT YOU CARE
Young people who find their way to chat services often long for a lot of adult support and
attention. In an interaction that takes place online, the same principles of good interaction apply
as in meeting face-to-face. In particular, open-ended questions can help to unpack a young person’s situation. When asking questions, you should focus on what seems most essential to the
young person. Instead of your own assumptions, you should ask the young person directly what
they think is the most important topic for discussion. It is a good idea to limit the number of
questions – an excessive “flood of questions” may feel like an interrogation to the young person
and result in them becoming passive and answering questioning tersely.
In addition to asking questions actively in order to obtain an overall picture and understanding
of the young person’s situation, it is at least as important to give the young person empathy and
warmth throughout the chat.
“It must have felt really bad to you. I am really sorry that you have been treated in that way”
“You are precious and deserve all the help that can be given you. It’s really unfair that you have so far
not been helped as you should have been”
“Mm.. yes I understand. Tell me a bit more”
To give the young person space for their own experiences and thoughts, you should, besides
active questioning and leading, also seek to lend an ear to the young person’s own thoughts
about your way of thinking. Ask the young person for their opinions and make sure that they
feel the counselling to be appropriate.
“What would it sound like if you called a doctor and told him or her the same things that you have
told me here today? I think that it would be really important in your situation.”
“I have written quite a lot my views on your circumstances. It would be nice to hear what your view is
about these suggestions of mine”
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4. OPENNESS, INTEREST AND RESPECT
REGARDING THE EXPERIENCES, VIEWS AND
CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE CHILD
Young people contacting chat services come from very different backgrounds and circumstances. It is important for the counsellor to be open and empathetic to different circumstances,
personalities and opinions. It is also important to be able to show an interest in a variety of
things and to do your best to help in strengthening the young person’s self-esteem during chats.
Even if the counsellor might not personally share the same views or worldview as the young
person, it is important to be able to respect these. The counsellor’s job is not to change the
young person’s attitudes or beliefs. Exchanging opinions and viewpoints is important, as long as
it is done in a way that is respectful and supportive of the young person.
“This is somewhat unfamiliar to me. Thanks for sharing it with me. Do tell me more if you want to”
“An interesting viewpoint. I have never actually considered the matter myself in that way, you are a
really smart and thoughtful guy! …”
Note! It is important for the counsellors to give the young person space for their own opinions
and decisions. The counsellor’s job is to give viewpoints on, and alternatives to, the young person’s circumstances, but never to order or suggest only one alternative or solution that he or
she considers correct.
The expert’s respect for the young person’s own opinions and own life entails that the counsellor does not seek directly to give them advice unless the young person personally hopes for it.
Giving advice reduces the equality of the interaction. Instead, it is important for the counsellor
to seek to find out and chart the young person’s own wishes, views and experiences. In this way,
the counsellor’s role is that of a partner rather than that of giving advice, helping the young
person to think about solutions and alternatives suitable for them personally. At times, it is,
however, important to suggest alternatives to the young person. It is good to make these suggestions in a ‘soft’ form, taking into account the young person’s own experiences and involving
the young person, in the form of a question, for example, as follows:
“You mentioned earlier that your hobby was volleyball before you moved with your family to your
new locality. Would you be interested in finding out whether you could do it in your new place of residence?”
NOT THIS WAY:
“you should now definitely look for a new volleyball club or field for yourself”
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RECEIVING AND ENDURING DIFFICULT
EXPERIENCES AND FEELINGS
The reasons why young people get in touch are varied and sometimes chats deal with very
challenging matters and feelings indeed, such as a profound desire for death and suicidal feelings
or, for example, ill-treatment encountered by the young person. It is important to show the
young person that everything can be discussed and that adults can cope with hearing the most
painful things, too. The young person may have plucked up a lot of courage to talk about difficult things and, in that case, it is not good to bypass the subject broached by them or to refer
them, for example, to other services. It is also important to be able to talk about difficult things
frankly, it shows the young person that you are able and willing to deal with things without
beating about the bush.
“Thanks for telling me about such a major and difficult thing, your suicidal thoughts. You were really
brave and now we can together start to think what might relieve how you feel.”
Sometimes young people test the limits of the service with their behaviour and vent their
unpleasant feelings on the counsellors; they provoke, for example, by abusing or challenging the
counsellor. In that case, too, it is important to allow space for these feelings and to remain calm
– frequently when the young person notices that the adult reacts calmly and warmly, they calm
down and are ready to chat properly. Inappropriate behaviour should, however, also be dealt
with robustly. Setting boundaries can also bring the child a sense of security.
”You seem right now to be in bit of a bad mood. I think it would be really great to get the chance to
chat with you about it more, but you need to stop abusing me, would such a deal be all right by you?”
Prolonged harassment or abuse directed at the counsellor does not need to be tolerated. It is
good to be aware what your own tolerance is and to protect your own boundaries and wellbeing. If responding to the young person correctly and warmly does not take the discussion forward, the counsellor can end the chat. It is important, however, to do this, too, correctly, with
good reason and in a way that respects the young person.
“I feel that our chat is not leading anywhere at the moment. I think that it will be good for you to
come and chat another time. Thanks for getting in touch and have a nice evening! I’ll end the chat
now.”
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6. PROVIDING THE RIGHT INFORMATION
Young people ask a lot of things in the chat service and occasionally they have wrong or inadequate information about many subjects. It is important for us to do our best to provide the
young people with the most correct information possible whatever the subject. You don’t need
to know everything and you can make that, too, clear to the young person. It is always better
to say that you are not able at just that moment to say something than giving the young person
information that you are not yourself certain about.
“A really good question! At this point, I have to admit that I don’t know an enormous amount about
that subject, but I can find out about things here. Please wait a moment...”
Sometimes the young person’s situation is such that the help and support given during the chat
are not sufficient. In these cases, it is important to find at the end of the chat someone with
whom to encourage and motivate the young person to discuss their situation in future.
“Our chat time is gradually coming to an end. Thank you for sharing your situation with me. I consider
that it would be good for you to tell a trustworthy professional about this situation. Do you know what
a school counsellor is and whether they have one at your school?”
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7. 7. ENDING THE CONVERSATIONS
RESPECTFULLY AND POSITIVELY
At their best, chat conversations end with the child saying that they have received the support
or information that they need. They perhaps feel a little better and calmer or say that they
know what they intend to do next.
“thanks a lot for your time, now I already feel easier when I got the chance to share these things a
little”
“thank you, I’ll get in touch tomorrow with the youth worker that I was talking about”
Sometimes, however, situations arise where the counsellor personally has to start ending the
chat. These include situations where a chat that has gone on for a relatively long time does not
seem to be progressing, the young person is at that moment not able/willing to elaborate on
their situation or simply has so much to deal with that there is no time to go through everything
during an individual chat. For this reason, the counsellor needs to be able to bring the chat to a
close robustly but calmly and showing the young person respect.
Our chat services are not designed to create therapy relationships, long-lasting relationships or
to cause the young person to become dependent on the service. Limiting use is hereby responsible activity that, on the one hand, can bring the young person security through the setting of
boundaries and, on the other, enable as many young people as possible to get a chance to chat.
The chat should not be ended in such a way that it comes as a surprise to the young person.
You can prepare the young person for the approaching end of the chat by pointing out the time
“we still have 10 minutes to chat away, what do you want to chat about?”.
You can prepare for ending the chat by going through the subjects discussed earlier and possibly
the measures and suggestions that you have worked out together.
It is important that, at the end of the chat, the young person is aware of what solutions or
options are available to them. You can also ask the young person whether they personally can
still think of anything that they would like to chat about. You should always end the chat in a
friendly and respectful manner, even if the young person would actually have personally liked to
have continued the chat. It is a good idea to thank the child for having come to chat. You can
also tell the young person that they can come back again to chat the next time that the chat is
open.
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8. MAKING USE OF CONTACTS OUTSIDE OF CHAT
Chats provide young people with a confidential easily accessible place to go through their
thoughts, obtain information, get undivided attention and assistance in considering various
options. Not everything can, however, be dealt with or resolved in chat alone. From time to
time, the young person would benefit from face-to-face support, from chatting to familiar people or from the services of professionals from various fields. During the chat, it is a good idea to
look into to what extent there are trustworthy adults in the young person’s own networks for
them to talk with. These can be, for example, guardians, other relatives, teachers, school counsellors, youth workers or social workers.
If the young person already has such contact persons, it is a good idea to encourage the young
person to discuss things with them, too. Sometimes the young person already has someone
in mind who they could discuss things with, but the tension or shame felt by the young person
acts as an obstacle to talking. In that case, you can together in the chat think about ways of
approaching subjects; for example, practise who to talk to, how to prepare, what to say and
what the consequences of telling someone can be.
Occasionally, the young person has no one in mind that they can or want to talk to. In that
case, it is a good idea to examine various options with them, depending on their situation,
wishes or needs.
When you suggest some service to a young person (e.g., the municipality’s outreach youth
worker) or a website, do prepare to tell the young person more about the service in question.
You can, for example, suggest that you find out about the service in question together. This can
be done by suggesting to the young person that you have a look at the service together. It is
also worth asking the young person whether the web link that you have provided has been useful or whether they would like to obtain more information on the object of the web link.
The young person may feel that suggesting other services or websites to be a sign that the
counsellor is not willing to continue the chat with them. For that reason, it is a good idea as
far as possible to begin suggesting services at the end of the chat, unless the young person has
specifically personally asked for information about suitable services. If you suggest a service
to the young person, it is a good idea to remind them tactfully that suggesting a
service does not mean that you want to “drive the young person away”. Young people can be apt to feel that no one is interested in them or can find time for them. In that case,
suggesting other services can create a feeling for the young person that you want to turn him
elsewhere. This can be harmful, especially if precisely the anonymity of the chat service has led
them to share very personal issues. In such a situation, the counsellor must avoid turning the
chat into “forcing” referral on the child, if they are not ready for it at that moment.
“By the way, have you heard about this kind of service? From what you say, it may be of benefit
to you. If you wish, we can look into it together and you can go and look at it after this chat. We
can of course continue chatting in this chat, too :)”.
Chats sometimes deal with lots of different things and they can provide the young person with
a lot of new information. The young person cannot be expected, after the chat, to remember
everything that has been talked about. If you have suggested some services or information to
the young person, at the end of the chat it is a good idea to remind them that they can save the
chat or part of it. This can be done by taking a screenshot or by copying-and-pasting the text.
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9. TALKING ABOUT SEX ON CHAT SERVICES
Talking about sex and sexuality brings distinctive features of its own to the sharing of correct
information and on where to draw the line. Per se, the most important thing is to share correct
and neutral information whatever the subject. A good guiding principle is that the counsellor
shares information at a general level, without going into details. This means concretely that
the counsellor’s job is not to provide detailed tips on intercourse, masturbation etc.
but to steer the child to discover their own way of living out their own sexuality.
When discussing sex and sexuality, it is also important to take account of the child’s age and do
one’s best to discuss and share information that is appropriate to the age group. It is a different
matter discussing sex with an 12-year-old compared to an 18-year-old. It is not always easy
to find the right age level, and children and young people include children with very different
kinds and levels of knowledge. If finding a suitable “level” feels challenging, you can throw the
ball back a little to the child, too “Have you been taught about these things at school?” “What do
you know about sex yourself?” and so probe and look for a suitable way to talk with the younger
children in particular.
The majority of the service’s users are real young people seeking information but, globally, various help lines and chat services are familiar with the phenomenon where people, usually adults,
who are not from the services target group, exploit these services for gratifying their own sexual needs and fantasies.
Typical of these users exploiting the services for sexual gratification is that they ask for a
detailed description of an act, masturbation, genitals etc. and they hardly contribute anything
to the topic themselves. In addition, they may easily get ”stuck” on the same subject and keep
on discussing it in detail and concretely without being interested in discussing, for example,
thoughts or feelings that arise from sex or sexuality.
If you encounter or suspect that you are encountering such a user in the chat, the guiding principle is the same as otherwise in chats about sex: do not share details but steer the user to personally discover their own way of living out their sexuality and also lead the chat onto questions
of feelings and thoughts, too. If situations feel challenging or disagreeable, you can always also
consult a Save the Children worker and consider together how to continue the chat or how to
end it respectfully, but with a good reason.

Contact particulars:
Pauliina Turunen, project planner
pauliina.turunen@savethechildren.fi
p. +358 50 430 6558
Lauri Sundberg, project planner
lauri.sundberg@savethechildren.fi
p. +358 50 442 1041
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