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Who we are
The Lucy Faithfull Foundation is the only UK-wide charity dedicated solely to preventing 
child sexual abuse. 

Around 1 in 6 children will be sexually abused. Around one third of this is carried out by 
under-18s. And around 9 in 10 children who are sexually abused know their abuser.

We work to stop this.

How we help keep children safe

We work to reach adults and young people to prevent abuse from happening in the first 
place - and to prevent it from happening again if it already has.

Where abuse has already taken place, we work with all those affected including adult male 
and female abusers; young people with harmful sexual behaviour; children with concerning 
sexual behaviours; victims of abuse and other family members. But we also work in families 
and with adults and young people where there has been no abuse, to help them keep 
themselves and others as safe as possible.

We run the Stop It Now! UK and Ireland helpline. A confidential service available to anyone 
with concerns about child sexual abuse, including adults worried about their own or 
someone else’s sexual thoughts, feelings or behaviour towards children.

The Faithfull Papers

We research and evaluate our work to make sure what we do protects children, and we 
share the evidence with professionals and the public. We want to make best use of our 
expertise, our data and our insights, independently and in partnerships, to develop new 
strategies and interventions that help keep children safe. 

We advocate for a greater focus on preventing abuse before it happens and for taking a 
public health approach to the prevention of child sexual abuse. The Faithfull Papers are 
a series of reports showcasing our understanding of what works to protect children to 
the widest possible audience - to policy makers, to journalists, to researchers, and partner 
organisations in the UK and overseas.

Working to protect children

THE
LUCY FAITHFULL

FOUNDATION

https://www.lucyfaithfull.org.uk/
https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/helpline/
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Introduction
Stop It Now! UK and Ireland is an anonymous and confidential helpline hosted by The Lucy Faithfull 

Foundation (LFF), a child protection charity that focuses on prevention of child sexual abuse (CSA) 

in the UK and beyond. 2022 marks the 30th anniversary of LFF. It was established by and named 

in honour of Lucy Faithfull, a visionary social worker turned House of Lords peer, who tirelessly 

campaigned for the rights and wellbeing of children, and who persuasively argued for the need to 

work with people who have committed sexual offences to effectively protect children from sexual 

abuse in the future. 

The Stop It Now! UK and Ireland anonymous and confidential helpline was set up in 2002. It provides 

support to people at risk of sexual offending against children to help them manage their thoughts 

and behaviours. It also supports friends and family of individuals at risk of CSA offending, and other 

individuals concerned about CSA, including parents or carers concerned about sexual behaviour 

of their children, professionals seeking case advice and survivors of CSA. Since its launch 20 years 

ago, the service has expanded and now offers email messaging, live chat, online self-help modules 

for individuals concerned about their offline and/or online behaviour, and online pages for people 

concerned about CSA. Stop It Now! services are anonymous and confidential, with technical systems 

in place to ensure that calls, emails and chats, as well as visits to online pages and modules for 

individuals at risk of offending, cannot be traced back to individuals accessing these services. 

This paper reviews the addition of the online live chat service to the Stop It Now! UK and Ireland helpline. 

Due to the impact of the coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic during 2020, demand for the Stop It Now! 

helpline increased and it became evident that additional support and advice services were needed 

to assist individuals seeking support in relation to CSA. During Covid-19 lockdowns, people found 

themselves isolating at home with others, lacking the privacy to make calls without being overheard. 

The live chat was introduced to respond to this need, enabling people to communicate with us in 

real time completely privately. Below is a summary of the reasoning behind the development of 

the live chat function, along with important aspects of the implementation process. This paper also 

offers a brief assessment of the pilot and the first year of the delivery of the service, including insights 

into volume and content of chats, the characteristics of individuals engaging with the service, and 

the feedback we have received regarding this service. 
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Executive summary

Due to the impact of Covid-19 across 2020, demand for the Stop It Now! UK and Ireland helpline 

increased and it became evident that additional support and advice services were needed to assist 

the public and professionals to prevent child sexual abuse. 

This review summarises the reasoning behind the development of the Stop It Now! live chat along 

with important aspects of the implementation process. We also assess the first year of the live chat 

and give insights into the quantity and nature of chats taken and the feedback we have received.  
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Key points 

Rationale for introducing a live chat function:

•  �During the Covid-19 pandemic many safeguarding professionals shared a concern that risk 

of CSA was increasing. 

•  �There has been a steep increase in the use of the Stop It Now! UK and Ireland anonymous 

email system since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic. This increase was attributed to effects 

of imposed lockdowns, with people often isolating with other members of their households, 

which made it difficult for them to call the helpline in private. This highlighted a need for 

anonymous and confidential online support services that would nonetheless deliver 

immediate, responsive support. 

•  �Compared with the telephone helpline service, the anonymous email system sees greater 

proportionate use by young people¹ and also by individuals at risk of offending² who are not 

arrested, showing that these two groups may benefit from additional online support services. 

•  �Due to these factors, Stop It Now! UK and Ireland implemented a live chat function in 2020.

Evaluation of first-year implementation: 

•  �During the first year of the service, we received 859 chats from 576 service users. 

•  �The live chat service appears to be favoured by two key groups of service users when 

compared to the telephone helpline: people aged 21 or younger and people concerned 

about their sexual thoughts or behaviour who are not arrested. 

•  �Individuals accessing the live chat service differed in where they had heard about Stop It 

Now! compared with those who called the helpline. Search engines were cited by a greater 

proportion of chatters. 

•  �Among service users who provided feedback on the live chat service, 97% reported a positive 

experience. 

•  �Advisors dealt with a wide variety of chats, from questions relating to navigating the Stop It 

Now! UK and Ireland website, to in-depth support and advice.

1 �We generally adopt the United Nations’ definition of youth “as those persons between 15 and 24 years of age” (United Nations General 
Assembly, 2001, p. 2). In the current paper, where data were available, we have drawn comparisons between young people contacting 
different Stop It Now! UK and Ireland services who are under 18 years old or under 21 years old.    

2 �In this paper, “individuals at risk of offending” refers to any person contacting the service concerned about their own sexual thoughts 
or behaviour towards children, who might therefore be at risk of offending (if they have not offended in the past) or re-offending (if 
a history of offending is reported). A further distinction is made between “arrested” and “un-arrested” individuals at risk of offending. 
“Arrested” individuals are known to authorities on account of CSA offences, and might be under investigation or arrested. “Un-arrested” 
individuals consist of individuals concerned about their thoughts who have not offended or individuals who have offended but who, to 
their awareness, have not been detected by the police.
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The LFF live chat service 

Why introduce a live chat? 

Although demand for the Stop It Now! UK and Ireland services has continued to grow most years 

(figure 1), the need for a live chat service emerged as a priority during the Covid-19 pandemic. In the 

United Kingdom, during the first six months of the lockdown there was a 17% increase in recorded 

crimes involving online CSA, while Childline reported a threefold increase in demand for counselling 

sessions for intrafamilial CSA (NSPCC, 2020; 2021). The pandemic appeared, likewise, to impact on the 

demand for our service, with an increase of approximately 15% in answered calls and 52% in missed 

calls from April to September 2020 compared to the same period in the previous year. Furthermore, 

we saw an increase of approximately 52% and 50% in emails and emailers, respectively, to Stop It Now! 

between April and September 2020 in comparison to the same period in the previous financial year 

(figure 2). This highlighted a considerable increase in demand for our services in general, including 

our online support services. We were mindful that imposed lockdowns spent with other household 

members had impacted on people’s ability to call the service in privacy, which likely accounted for 

the steep increase in emails we received at the time. 

In 2010 Stop It Now! UK and Ireland was expanded to receive anonymous emails from individuals 

seeking help and support. The email service potentially appeals to individuals who worry the helpline 

is not confidential. Advisors have anecdotally reported that some service users find emailing Stop It 

Now! less daunting than calling the helpline. This was a common feeling among individuals troubled 

by their own sexual thoughts or behaviour who remain un-arrested, as well as among young people. 

This is an important target group reach. This may be connected to the benign elements of the 

online disinhibition theory (Suler, 2004), where individuals feel there are fewer obstacles to reaching 

out for help online, in conditions of anonymity. According to the theory, such conditions do not 

require individuals to directly experience the emotional undertones of other people’s responses to 

their disclosures. In the absence of face-to-face cues, individuals can instead assign their online 

conversation partner imaginary characteristics in line with their wishes and needs. Both conditions 

are perceived to induce an increased sense of safety to discuss topics they might find difficult to talk 

about in real life or, in this case, over the phone. 

Figure 1 

Total calls/emails and callers/emailers June 2002–December 2020 

 

* Data have not been collected for the full year, as 2002 is when the helpline started. 
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In addition, young people expressed, through surveys administered by LFF, a preference for a text-

based service over a telephone helpline for support and advice regarding their own or someone 

else’s sexual thoughts and behaviour (Johnson et al., 2021). This is reflected in support-seeking 

individuals aged under 18, who make greater use of the anonymous email service, even though 

the helpline is the most popular method of communication for service users in general. Since the 

launch of the anonymous email system in 2010, 194 new contacts aged under 18 have emailed LFF, 

compared to 130 new contacts aged under 18 years who have called the helpline. This means that 

around 60% of individuals aged under 18 years have shown a preference for accessing text-based 

support over calling the helpline. During lockdown our new callers and emailers aged under 18 

years old increased by 55% and 67% respectively compared to the same period in the previous year 

(figure 3). Similar data are not currently available for other age groups. The overall trend of young 

people’s engagement with the email system appears to point towards a generation gap that has 

been highlighted in telecommunication research: people aged 18 to 24 report the lowest rate (52%) 

of having landline access (Jackson, 2021), while teenagers primarily communicate with friends via 

texting (55%) (Lenhart et al., 2015). This highlights the importance of introducing text-based services, 

to adapt to young people’s communication preferences. Although at the time of its design the live 

chat was not tailored for young people, evaluation data indicated its appeal to this group, similar to 

the anonymous email system.

The decision to introduce the live chat, as opposed to expanding our capacity for support through 

the Stop It Now! services that were already available, was thus grounded in the distinct benefits 

of offering a text-based service that could be easily accessed during Covid-19 lockdowns. It was 

perceived to afford an extra layer of privacy and anonymity. It would also allow real-time, dynamic 

communication and support, similar to the helpline (and contrary to the email service, which entails 

delays in exchange of emails). Systematic reviews have previously demonstrated the effectiveness 

of instant live chat services in delivering health promotion and urgent emotional support services 

(Brody et al., 2020).

Figure 2

Total emails and emailers during each financial year from 2010 to date

 

3,000

2,500

2,000

1,500

1,000

500

0

2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21

Emails Emailers



A review of the first 12 months of live chat on the Stop It Now! UK and Ireland helpline         9

Figure 3

New callers and new emailers aged under 18 years who contacted Stop It Now! 
April–October 2020, compared to the same period in 2019
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Live chat features and implementation 

The launch of the live chat was advertised on our social media accounts, and a section within the 

Stop It Now! website was created to describe the service and list opening hours to encourage take-

up. Signposting was also undertaken for individuals who contacted the anonymous email system 

and needed additional support and advice but were reluctant to call the helpline. During the pilot, 

the live chat was made available at varying times of day in order to make the service accessible to 

as many people as possible and explore which times were of greatest popularity. It was, therefore, 

initially delivered on Monday 9am to 12pm, Wednesday 6pm to 9pm, and Friday 2pm to 5pm. 

As a confidential and anonymous service that handles sensitive data, the live chat service does not 

store any identifiable information (such as IP addresses).³ Only a minimum amount of information is 

requested before service users start a chat with an advisor, including name/nickname, gender, age, 

and source of referral. A service user needs to review and consent to the confidentiality statement 

and respond to initial questions before they are placed in a queue to speak to an advisor or submit 

a question. Service users’ data (including transcript logs) are automatically updated on our data 

management system, enabling linkage of records for any given service user who has accessed Stop 

It Now! services (the live chat and/or the helpline) on more than one occasion. The design of the chat 

pop-up process is shown below. 

3�  A report on technical features of the live chat service will be published separately on the LFF website:  
https://www.lucyfaithfull.org.uk/faithfull-papers-research.htm

https://www.lucyfaithfull.org.uk/faithfull-papers-research.htm
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Staff training 

The majority of staff selected to participate in the live chat in the pilot phase were those experienced 

in answering calls on the helpline and responding to anonymous emails, with good technology skills 

and confidence. Training for these advisors (N = 12) was delivered by the helpline Duty Manager, who 

is an experienced helpline and anonymous email advisor. It consisted of three sessions accompanied 

by supporting resources, such as anonymised transcripts of chats from similar organisations, including 

our sister organisation Stop It Now! Flanders. The first training session consisted of discussion of 

the helpline’s existing target groups, current call handling guidelines and exploration of how these 

guidelines can be applied to a live chat service. Also discussed within this training was the handling 

of chatters with inappropriate behaviour (for example, those wanting to describe a sexual fantasy in 

detail), and those who may present as suicidal, as these were raised as concerns for advisors. The 

second training session involved the “mechanics” of the live chat function for both advisors and 

managers, such as how to start and end chats, and how to supervise chats. The final training session 

involved ensuring all staff were set up on the live chat platform and felt confident using it. Following 

training, advisors were sent a survey to feed back on training quality. Among the five advisors who 

completed the survey, all stated that they found the training very or extremely helpful, and 80% 

stated that they felt equipped to offer the chat service. Following the end of training, all advisors 

who received training progressed to delivering the live chat service, but a Duty Manager was always 

available to provide immediate support.  

During the pilot, managers directly observed advisors and offered weekly meetings to assist with staff 

confidence and development, and to reflect on experiences from recent live chat sessions, so as to 

ensure good service delivery. All advisors subsequently confirmed they found this access to dedicated 

managers very (20%) or extremely (80%) helpful. They also confirmed that reflection was important 

in improving their knowledge and ability. Following the pilot period, all advisor staff felt that, moving 

forwards, they would be able to undertake the live chat service with less contemporaneous support 

from the manager. Consequently, following the pilot period, the helpline Duty Manager assumed 

responsibility for both the helpline advisors and the live chat advisors. On completion of the pilot 

phase, all advisor staff expressed confidence in their ability to accept and end chats, offer support 

and advice to chatters and write up a completed chat. Some uncertainty was expressed about the 

handling of inappropriate or suicidal chatters and use of canned messages. Canned messages are 

time-efficient, standardised responses to common questions or issues. For example, if an operator 

were to type “##Intro” the following canned message would appear: “Hello! Welcome to the Stop It 

Now! website. My name is ^^Operators name^^. How may I help you?” This partly resulted from the 

lack of many such chats and minimal availability of canned messages during the pilot phase. 

In the post-pilot review phase, all staff involved strongly agreed that the chat service is a positive 

service for our clients; that participating as a staff member was a positive experience; and that the 

live chat service implementation had been a success. 
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Live chat statistics
Our live chat service was first piloted in September 2020. After initial analysis and amendments to the 

service during the pilot phase, we launched fully in November 2020.

Live chat pilot statistics 

The pilot phase ran between 28 September 2020 (when the live chat went live) and 30 October 2020 

inclusive. This initial analysis was conducted to explore service demand and advisor abilities and 

make any amendments needed. During this time, we received 76 chats from 57 chatters, with eight 

of these chatters engaging with the service on more than one occasion during the pilot period. 

Advisor hours

Our live chat service involved 11 staff members, with two advisors on duty at any one time, each 

working a three-hour shift, with a total of three shifts provided per week – that is, 18 advisor duty 

hours per week. We provided a total of 90 advisor hours over our pilot period and 45 hours of 

dedicated manager time. In the 90 advisor hours, we handled 76 chats, translating to an average of 

0.84 chats (including admin time) per hour per advisor or 2.5 chats per advisor per shift or an average 

of five chats per shift (involving both advisors). 

In the same period the helpline answered an average of 0.87 calls per hour per advisor, meaning our 

efficiency in responding to chats was similar to that of our phone system. However, it is important 

to note that calls are often shorter but that writing up calls (into the data management system) can 

take longer than writing up chats. 

Missed chatters 

Not all individuals who begin a chat will be able or motivated to complete it. The “missed” category 

covers a combination of chats that were closed before the advisor could respond and chats with 

no interactions and/or 10 minutes of inactivity at any point in the conversation. The 10-minute 

window offered affords chatters an opportunity to communicate when they are ready but also sets 

a boundary so that an advisor can close an unanswered chat and become available for the next 

person. In this case, advisors type a message informing chatters why they have to end the chat, and 

further encourage them to access the live chat again or call the helpline. 

Due to the complexity of the live chats, during a shift the maximum capacity of the service at any 

given time was one active chat per advisor, with initially a total of two service users waiting in the 

queue. Once the queue capacity is full, no individual can access the live chat service. During our pilot 

time frame our advisors missed 38 chats. Due to the high number of missed chats, and the difficulties 

of completing all chats within the designated shift times, it was decided that the queue should in fact 

be limited to one service user per shift.
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4�  �Possible data error statistics and extreme statistics were removed, meaning any call that lasted less than one minute or more than 120 
minutes was removed. So was any period of administration of less than one minute or more than 90 minutes. These statistics are all 
based on the same time period of 28 September to 30 October.

Total chats Answered chats Missed chats
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Use of live chat service

The pilot evaluation involved an overview of chats delivered on five Monday 9am to 12pm shifts, five 

Wednesday 6pm to 9pm shifts and five Friday 2pm to 5pm shifts. As displayed in figure 4, overall use 

was higher on Monday shifts, followed by Friday and Wednesday shifts. 

Although there is variation in the pattern of service use across the days of the pilot period, as seen 

in the totals of answered and missed chats and calls per day (table 1 in Appendix), there was most 

helpline and chat service use on Mondays (total chats = 43, total calls = 1,349), followed by Fridays 

(total chats = 38, total calls = 1,189.5) and Wednesdays (total chats = 31, total calls = 1,005). When 

considered against total missed calls, this pattern may indicate that individuals reach out to the chat 

service when the helpline is too busy (total missed calls on Mondays = 1086, on Fridays = 999, on 

Wednesdays = 802). However, only five out of the 56 service users mentioned they had attempted to 

call the helpline before using the chat service. 

Figure 4

Total chats completed and missed, by weekday  
(number of answered chats = 76, number of missed chats = 36, N = 112).
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Efficiency of the chat service

Of the 90 advisor hours during the pilot period, 79.56 hours of activity was recorded, with 65.54 hours 

dedicated to engaging with clients, and 14.02 hours dedicated to administrative tasks (updating the 

chat logs on the data management system) and debriefing managers on discussions taking place 

through the live chat. Inactive time was limited to approximately 12% of overall advisor engagement 

time (10.44 hours). For a breakdown of active and inactive time, see figure 5. Patterns of helpline 

service delivery differed significantly, with 52% (358.45 hours) of the overall service time dedicated 

to administration and debriefing, and only 48% (337.32 hours) dedicated to engaging with clients.⁴ 

On average, administration time per live chat is 10 minutes, whereas the average administration time 

per helpline call is 27 minutes. 

Figure 5

Breakdown of active (admin and chat) and inactive time

 

Chat 
73%

Admin 
15%

Inactive 
12%

4  �Possible data error statistics and extreme statistics were removed, meaning any call that lasted less than one minute or more than 120 
minutes was removed. So was any period of administration of less than one minute or more than 90 minutes. These statistics are all 
based on the same time period of 28 September to 30 October.
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Adults concerned 
about their own 
behaviour 
55%

Adults concerned 
about another 

person’s behaviour 
22%

Professionals 
5%

Parents & carers concerned 
about a child or young 

person’s sexual behaviour 
4%

Young people under 18 
4%

Adults concerned about a child 
or young person who is at risk/is 
showing signs of being sexually 

abused or being groomed online 
2%

Survivor 
of CSA 
2%

Other* 
6%

Live chat annual statistics

In the first year of the live chat (28 September 2020 - 27 September 2021 inclusive), 859 chats 

were recorded, originating from 576 service users. The majority of service users accessing the live 

chat were adults concerned about their own behaviour (55%) and adults concerned about another 

person’s behaviour (22%). Figure 6 shows a break-down of all service user categories. Moreover, 

62% of service users contacted us about concerning online behaviour, while only 24% contacted 

us about concerning offline behaviour or thoughts. Each group was divided in further categories, 

shown in figures 7 and 8.

Figure 6

Chat service users divided by category  
(N = 576) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

* �“Other” consists of service user categories outside our target groups: service users requesting general information, and service users with 
inappropriate behaviour.
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Adults who have 
offended online 
64%

Adults concerned 
about someone who 
has offended online 

22%

Adults concerned that their 
internet use may be out of control 

3%

Adults concerned about someone whose 
internet use may be out of control 

3%

Young people concerned about 
their online behaviour 

3%

Adults concerned 
about a young 

person’s behaviour 
online 

3%

Adults concerned about general 
internet behaviour* 
2%

Figure 7

Chat service users concerned about online behaviour  
(N = 354) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* �“Adults concerned about general internet behaviour” refers to any concern regarding an identifiable person’s internet activity that does 
not fall into the relevant offender categories e.g. Wanting to report a website which may contain illegal content, or someone who has 
seen a Stop It Now! Advert or someone concerned about how to keep their children safe online etc.
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Adults concerned about 
their inappropriate 
thoughts about children 
41%

Adults concerned about 
someone who has 

inappropriate thoughts 
about children 

17%

Adults who have 
offended offline 

16%

Adults concerned about 
someone who has 

offended offline 
10%

Adults concerned about a young 
person’s behaviour offline 

9%

Young people under 18 displaying 
harmful sexual behaviour or 

concerned about their thoughts 
about children 

7%

Figure 8

Chat service users concerned about offline behaviour or thoughts  
(N = 139)
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Demographics of service users

Live chat advisors ask service users their country and county of residence, when appropriate during 

their interaction, although this information is not always provided. Among individuals who disclosed 

country of residence (n = 429), approximately 79% (n = 338) were in England, 6% (n = 27) in Scotland, 

4% (n = 19) in Wales, 1% (n = 5) in Northern Ireland, 1% (n = 4) in the Republic of Ireland, 5% (n = 21) 

outside Europe and 4% (n = 15) in areas of Europe outside the UK and the Republic of Ireland. Among 

those from the UK (n = 389), 297 individuals disclosed what county they were contacting us from, as 

displayed in table 2 in the Appendix.

The majority of service users identified as male (63%), followed by female (34%), other (1%) and 

unknown (2%). When looking at gender of chatters who were concerned about their own sexual 

thoughts or behaviours, males represented 90% of chatters (figure 9). Whereas chatters who 

contacted us regarding other concerns were more likely to be female (73%) (figure 10).⁵

Figure 9

Gender of chatters concerned 
about their own sexual thoughts or 
behaviours towards children  
(N = 336)

 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 10

Gender of remaining chatters 
concerned about someone else’s 
thoughts or behaviour, victim/survivor 
related or general information  
(N = 240)

5  �This refers to all other categories including adults concerned about another adult’s or young people’s sexual thoughts or behaviours 
towards children, victim/survivor related calls, general information or internet query and inappropriate chatter. 

Male 
90%

Female 
7%

Other 
1%

Unknown 

2%
Male 
25%

Female 
73%

Unknown 
2%
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Chatters were primarily aged 30 to 39 years old (26%) (figure 11). Proportionately more 

people aged under 21 accessed the live chat service than the helpline. More specifically, 18%  

(n = 102) of service users accessing the live chat were aged 21 or younger, whereas only 5% (n = 282) 

of callers contacting the helpline were aged 21 or younger.⁶  

Figure 11

Chat service users divided by age bracket  
(N = 576)

6  �Individuals may fall into both categories, chatters and callers, if they have contacted Stop It Now! via both helpline and live chat, so 
helpline and live chat service users are not mutually exclusive groups.

Under 18 
5%

18-21 
13%

22-25 
11%

26-29 
9%

30-39 
26%

40-49 
15%

50-59 
9%

60-69 
6%

70+ 
1%

Unknown 
5%
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Approximately one third of live chat service users had first been directed to Stop It Now! via a search 

engine (32%), while also a large number were directed to the service by the police (31%). In contrast, 

during the same time period, helpline callers were primarily directed to Stop It Now! by the police 

(47%), followed by a search engine (12%). Figure 12 presents live chat service users’ source of referral 

to Stop It Now! 

Figure 12

Chat service users divided by source of referral to Stop It Now!  
(N = 576)

Search engine 
32%

Police 
31%

Media 
6%

Family/friend 
5%

Online warning page 
4%

Children’s services/
social worker 

3%

LFF 
3%

Solicitor/legal services 
2%

Website 
2%

Not given 
2%

Other agency 
1%

Health services 
1%

Social 
media 

1%

Other 
7%



A review of the first 12 months of live chat on the Stop It Now! UK and Ireland helpline         21

Are chatters known to the police? 

Among service users concerned about their own sexual thoughts or behaviour towards children, 

52% were arrested (figure 13). However, individuals concerned about their own sexual thoughts 

or behaviour towards children who were not arrested were represented at considerably higher 

proportions within our live chat service than our helpline service. In the first year of the live chat, 

18% of helpline callers were un-arrested by authorities, whereas 41% of such live chat users were un-

arrested by authorities (figure 14). 

Figure 13

Chat service users divided  
by arrest status  
(N = 336)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14

Service users known to the police who call the helpline vs those accessing the live 
chat (number of callers = 2,658, number of chatters = 336, N = 2,994) 
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Missed chatters

As previously discussed, the queueing capacity was reduced to one chatter at any given time, as 33% 

(n = 36) of chats were missed during the pilot period. The proportion of chats missed was reduced 

to 22% (n = 240) during the first year of implementation.⁷ This reduction is, however, artificial, and 

does not indicate either increased chat efficiency or reduced service demand. Limiting the number 

of individuals able to access the live chat queue does not provide any indication of the number who 

might want to access the live chat but cannot queue. It does, however, improve user experience, as 

long queue times can be frustrating.

Efficiency of the chat service

As noted in the review of the pilot statistics, live chats involve considerably less administration time 

when compared to the helpline. This was also reflected in the annual review, with approximately 

80% of active time dedicated to client support, and 20% to administration time (entering the data 

into the data management system, and debrief time). In contrast, as shown in figure 16, the helpline 

used approximately 60% of active time for client support, and 40% for administration time.⁸ The 

average duration of a live chat was 42 minutes, while the average duration of a helpline call was 27 

minutes. On the other hand, the average administration time for a live chat is 11 minutes per chat, 

while the average administration time for a helpline call is 18 minutes. 

Following the annual review, which indicated the success of and demand for the live chat service, it 

was decided that all newly appointed helpline advisors will attend training to deliver support through 

both the helpline and the live chat.

Figure 15

Percentage of time spent on chats and calls, and on the administration time for 
these interactions

7  �This includes the missed chat statistics from the pilot period, so numbers may be slightly inflated. 

8  �Possible data error statistics and extreme statistics were removed, meaning any call that lasted less than one minute or more than 120 
minutes was removed. So was any period of administration of less than one minute or more than 90 minutes. 
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9   �The Get Help website provides self-help modules, information and support to stop viewing indecent images of children or having sexual 
conversations with children. 

10 �The Get Support website provides self-help modules, information and support for people troubled by their sexual thoughts about 
children and young people.

No feedback 
52%

Negative feedback 
2%

Positive feedback 
46%

Content of chat 

The nature of the chats varied significantly, from people requesting help in navigating the Stop It Now! 

website including using the relevant Get Help⁹ or Get Support¹⁰ self-help sections, to those wanting 

support and advice to deal with complex situations, such as finding out a loved one has accessed 

CSA material or concerns regarding their own sexual thoughts or behaviour. Several individuals 

highlighted the fact they felt unable to reach out for support via the helpline. Moreover, some service 

users had hearing or language problems, while others accessed the service from abroad and thus 

could not call the helpline for free. The needs of these individuals were better catered for through 

the live chat. However, several service users engaged with both the live chat and helpline support. 

This shows that the introduction of the live chat gives each service user the option to choose from 

and combine a range of services to suit their unique needs. 

Visual feedback from chatters

Following the completion of a chat, chatters can provide a visual thumbs-up or thumbs-down 

evaluation, indicating an overall positive or negative experience respectively. Of 859 completed 

chats, 52% chatters did not provide feedback (n = 446) and 46% (n = 399) stated they had a positive 

experience, while only 2% (n = 14) reported a negative experience (see figure 16). If evaluation of data 

is limited to the group of chatters who provided visual feedback, 97% indicated a positive experience 

and 3% a negative experience. 

Figure 16

Visual feedback provided  
for the live chat  
(N = 859)
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Written feedback from chatters

Some of our chatters provided additional, detailed feedback about their experience with our live chat 

service. Here are some quotes from this feedback: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A few individuals with a negative experience provided written feedback, albeit not very detailed,  

for example: 

The live chat function is really  
helpful for me right now as I feel like  

I can’t speak to someone on the phone 
till I build confidence. Advisor Y was very 

helpful and understanding and it feels 
cathartic to express how I feel about 

myself to someone who  
understands.

As for feedback I would just  
say great service and felt like I was 
supported without judgement and  

I will certainly take the time to look at 
the modules and have a look  

into ‘StopSO support’

Advisor X was very helpful 
with providing me with 
sources and being so 

understanding.

The help and assistance 
received in this and all sessions 

is supportive and non-
judgemental, which is ideal.  
I can’t thank you all enough.

Super supportive and 
helpful as always. 

Contacted to chase up a 
programme and this was 
sorted whilst on the chat.

This service is an amazing 
and vital service to those 

who like me want to 
change and who want to 

stop offending, credit to all 
the staff thank you.

Too slow, sorry. No one came.
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Case studies of chatters

Case study 1: 

Will, aged 19, un-arrested by authorities¹¹

Will, aged 19, contacted the live chat service for support with his feelings of self-hatred and remorse 

regarding him previously accessing indecent images of children (IIOC). He stated that he started 

accessing IIOC at age 15 and stopped when he was 19. He is currently un-arrested and says that he 

doesn’t know if he can be happy again and move on with his life, as he feels extreme guilt for what 

he has done. He has started to isolate himself from his friends and does not feel comfortable talking 

to a GP about this. 

Will was praised for refraining from viewing IIOC and reassured that he can move forwards from this, 

and that we are here to support him through this difficult time. He was advised to engage in internet 

safety measures, such as only going online for specific purposes, in order to help build barriers to 

relapse. He was also encouraged to start constructing a support network for his mental health and 

try to see his friends to take his mind off of things. As well as this, he was encouraged to start to make 

his way through the Get Help modules, write notes and reflect when he felt mentally able to do so. 

He was encouraged to set small and sustainable goals, first of which would be to try to get some 

mental health support- he was signposted to MIND, Samaritans and the idea of exploring his mental 

health with his GP without giving further context was discussed.

Throughout the chats, Will said he has found his discussions with the advisors very helpful and he 

stated that he is feeling a bit better as a result. He said he managed to read through all of the Get Help 

modules, but could not relate to the moving forwards modules as he does not believe he deserves 

to move forwards. He said he likes the idea of engaging with the helpline but does not feel ready to 

do so yet. We discussed the option of a practitioner call-back to explore the modules he has looked 

at, as well as moving forward when he is ready. Will was feeling positive after seeing his friends and 

playing some sport. He was encouraged to continue to keep busy, see his friends and family and 

to keep a positivity diary that he could refer back to in dark times. The pros and cons of disclosing 

his situation to a trusted friend or family member was discussed, as this could potentially aid his 

wellbeing. Will said he would consider this idea. He was reminded that the live chat service was open 

to him when he needed it as well as the helpline.

11  �The names of the individuals in our case studies have been changed in order to ensure their anonymity
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Case study 2: 

Rosie, aged 35, family of un-arrested potential offender

Rosie, aged 35, contacted the live chat service for help regarding her concerns over her husband’s 

behaviour. Her husband, Paul, had been sending messages and making friend requests to her  

16-year-old daughter’s friends online,  and this had made her daughter’s friends uncomfortable. 

Rosie added that Paul regularly made suggestions to these same friends to come around to use 

the hot tub or go camping together. He does use pornography, but she has not seen evidence of 

sexual images of under-18s or sexual conversations with children on his devices. She is becoming 

increasingly concerned by his behaviour. 

Rosie was praised for contacting Stop It Now! to explore her concerns as well as to ensure her own 

and other children were safe. And from her initial description of circumstances, the chat advisor 

agreed that what she described was very concerning and required thoughtful and determined 

attention.

Rosie and Paul have been married for just 2 years and she feels they have a very close and loving 

relationship. Rosie has 3 teenage daughters from her previous marriage; Paul has one 8-year-old 

daughter who lives with his ex-wife and who Paul sees every weekend. She has not had any reason 

for concerns about his conduct towards these children within the family, and her children have 

shared with her the comments from their friends following messages from Paul. Rosie doesn’t feel 

there is anyone else within her circle of family or friends with whom she can discuss her situation. 

Rosie had confronted Paul about this behaviour and he admitted to having “unhealthy” thoughts 

about teenage girls and using an online chat platform to roleplay as different people to speak with 

younger girls. Rosie encouraged him to get some help. Paul contacted his GP for counselling, 

explaining that he had an ‘online addiction’ with adults, but Rosie questions whether this will result 

in an offer of appropriate help. But in response to her concerns, she asked Paul to move out of the 

family home and return to live with his parents. She has no idea what explanation he gave them for 

this return.

She asked for advice on how to move forward and wanted to know whether Paul was a paedophile 

and what could be done about it. The advisor explained that there can be a number of reasons for 

individuals to have “unhealthy” or inappropriate thoughts about and behaviours towards children 

and young people. The advisor further suggested she direct Paul himself to the Stop It Now! helpline 

or live chat service, so that we can help him explore his thoughts and behaviour and any history 

that led up to this point. He could also visit the online self-help modules – both Get Help to do with 

his online behaviour but also Get Support to do with his sexual thoughts about teenage girls, and 

complete the relevant modules confidentially, at his own pace.

The chat advisor reassured Rosie that our primary goal was to protect children, but to do so we would 

support all parties involved in the situation in a non-judgemental way. Practical steps were discussed 

to immediately safeguard children – both those within the family as well as the schoolfriends who 

Paul had previously contacted. He still visits the family home, but is not left alone with any of the 

children. Rosie has also clarified to her daughters that they can always talk to her if anything or 

anyone makes them feel uncomfortable, confused or scared – online or offline. Rosie stated that 
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Paul says he has now limited his online activities and is no longer using social media. The advisor 

acknowledged this as a positive step in beginning to address his inappropriate online behaviours; 

but that the behaviours and motivations behind them would likely require thorough exploration and 

intervention over a lengthy period.

Rosie stated that she was so relieved to be able to “discuss” her situation with someone that could 

help her talk it through. But having broken the ice through the chat service, would she be able to 

discuss her circumstances on the helpline. The chat advisor contacted an available helpline advisor 

and arranged for Rosie to make an immediate call.

Rosie came through to the helpline to explore her situation further. She was directed to the ‘Parents 

Protect’ website and a family safety plan was discussed, including practical steps to safeguard her 

children over the weeks and months ahead. She enquired about “treatment options” for Paul, who 

she wants to continue to support in the hope that they can still have a future together – the helpline 

advisor repeated some information already provided by the chat advisor from the records available, 

stating that it was early days, there was much still to find out and explore, hopefully with Paul’s full 

cooperation and determination. She was praised for her efforts so far in demonstrating her protective 

parenting, but was also encouraged to take some time to look after herself- including eating and 

sleeping well and getting out for some fresh air as well as alone time. She was further asked to 

encourage Paul to contact us. Rosie said she felt better equipped to support her husband and her 

children. She was encouraged to keep in touch with Stop It Now! for continuing support.
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Discussion

Live chat users

The live chat service was found to be predominantly used by male adults concerned about their 

own behaviour, residing in England. That said, a considerable number of individuals using the live 

chat service were adults concerned about another person’s thoughts or behaviour, as is the case for 

the helpline. Our findings suggest the live chat service operates in line with public-health-informed 

(Letourneau et al., 2014) and perpetration-focused prevention models (Rudolph & Zimmer-Gembeck, 

2018; Wildfeuer et al., 2021), which emphasise prevention of CSA and the imperative to engage 

people who have offended and bystanders (including caregivers), in order for preventative efforts to 

be effective. Although law enforcement and child protection initiatives to detect and combat CSA 

are necessary, they are not sufficient in scale and they only take place after an offence has been 

committed. A prevention-oriented approach, aiming to amplify protective factors and minimise risks, 

targeting children, caregivers, and individuals at risk of offending, is necessary (Harris et al., 2021).

While the chat service attracted users of all ages, it was primarily used by individuals aged 30 to 39 

years old. The service also proved particularly attractive to people aged under 21, especially when 

compared to the helpline users (18% vs. 6% respectively). Online support services might therefore be 

critical for attracting this population, carrying significant potential to engage young people, who are 

less inclined to engage with traditional forms of crisis management, such as voice-based helplines, 

to discuss sensitive topics (Mokkenstorm et al., 2017; Nesmith, 2018). 

Improving reach of prevention resources

While over half of chatters concerned about their own thoughts or behaviour were known to the 

police, a considerable number had not been arrested (41%). This finding indicates the value of the 

service in providing preventative support to un-arrested individuals at risk of offending, who might 

not otherwise be motivated or capable to manage their behaviour. It is interesting to contrast this 

with helpline users concerned about their own thoughts or behaviour, only 18% of whom had not 

been arrested. This suggests that the live chat might be perceived as a more secure and comfortable 

way of seeking support than the helpline, assumed to afford greater anonymity. It is important to 

note, however, that as with the helpline, the majority of individuals concerned about their own sexual 

thoughts or behaviour who accessed the live chat were known to authorities; it therefore appears 

that the service has scope for reducing risk for the community by offering a viable route to support-

seeking for all individuals at risk of offending, irrespective of arrest status. 

Based on feedback from a handful of live chat service users who reported that they also engaged with 

the helpline, the addition of the live chat appears to afford people flexibility in engaging with different 

Stop It Now! UK and Ireland services to access support. However, the majority of live chat visitors had 

not attempted to call the helpline prior to accessing the live chat service, suggesting that different 

groups of people, with distinct characteristics, might be attracted to different elements of the Stop 

It Now! range of services. Indeed, some individuals at risk of offending indicated their preference for 

using the live chat as they did not yet have the confidence to call the helpline. This suggests that this 

avenue could be particularly useful for individuals who are more reticent in general or experience 
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heightened guilt and/or shame in relation to their thoughts or behaviour. It could further be useful 

for individuals who are at contemplative stages of change (according to the Transtheoretical Model 

of Change; Prochaska et al., 1993), who acknowledge their problem behaviour and the possibility of 

change, but might not yet be committed to acting. The live chat service might therefore be critical 

in the early stages of service user engagement and development of motivation to achieve change. 

Live chat versus helpline

Chat-based services constitute a slow medium of communication, which reflects some of the 

negative feedback provided by service users. Moreover, as it does not facilitate complex or nuanced 

communication, the live chat may be less appropriate or effective when used as a stand-alone 

service in the challenging area of CSA prevention that we inhabit. For complex cases, issues and 

their nuances can be more thoroughly explored through helpline calls, which typically generate 

more dialogue than is possible on the live chat. Helpline advisors can often judge better from tone of 

voice, for example, the emotional state of the caller and when and to what extent they can explore 

issues further. Tailored advice and information can then be conveyed that would be more difficult to 

communicate via a text-based service. As a result, where the circumstances conveyed within a chat 

become particularly complex, the advisor will typically suggest the advice would best be offered via 

the helpline, if the contact is prepared to make a call. Future implementation of the live chat will look 

to provide an option to transition into voice calls if deemed appropriate by an advisor and agreed by 

the service user. 

Despite such limitations as to the type of support the live chat service may achieve, the overwhelming 

majority of service users providing feedback indicated a positive experience, and the service was 

perceived as non-judgemental, supportive of individuals’ efforts for change and helpful in signposting 

them to relevant resources. This feedback was also reflected in live chat advisors’ views: they saw 

the live chat as a positive service for clients. Future evaluations should give users the chance to feed 

back on aspects of the service they find helpful or unhelpful in more detail, and whether they have 

any suggestions for improvement. 

Referral routes

Service users were first introduced to the live chat service through the police and via online search 

at comparable rates (31% and 32% respectively), while those calling the helpline during the same 

period were primarily directed to the service by the police and, to a lesser extent, via online search 

(47% and 12% respectively). The referral source typically relates to the arrest status of the individual 

in contact or of their loved one. Arrested offenders and their family receive a leaflet from the police 

directly signposting them to the helpline. On the other hand, un-arrested offenders are more likely 

to rely on an online search to learn about these services. Online advertising of the live chat seems to 

be important for attracting un-arrested individuals to the service. As the online advertising of the live 

chat was limited to posts on LFF social media accounts, efforts to advertise the service online should 

be expanded and reviewed in terms of driving more individuals at risk of offending to the service.
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Efficiency

The live chat service showed greater time efficiency than the helpline during both the pilot and 

the first-year evaluation, with chat advisors dedicating more time to supporting service users and 

requiring less administrative time than helpline advisors. The automatic generation of live chat 

transcripts can be easily copied into the database/case recording system, requiring no note-taking or 

typing up of notes by advisors. Entering responses in the live chat is, however, more time-consuming 

than communication on the phone. Although direct comparisons between the two mediums might 

not be fully meaningful, evaluation data indicate that it is possible to complete a live chat discussion 

in a similar amount of time to a helpline discussion. 

An important goal we have set to improve efficiency involves building capacity to better meet 

demand. One third of total chats were missed during the pilot period and approximately one quarter 

of chats were missed during the evaluation period. Demand for the service could have been higher, 

of course, as queuing capacity was restricted and missed chats could only be recorded for individuals 

allowed to queue.

Next steps

Efficiency is only one important metric. The live chat should be evaluated for its effectiveness in 

supporting the full range of service user groups that contact Stop It Now! UK and Ireland, helping 

them prevent CSA. This is a question we cannot answer at this time. We will endeavour to do so over 

the period ahead, to help us tailor and target our services to the audiences most likely to use them 

and inform best practice in the prevention of CSA. 
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12  �Calls answered and missed on Mondays and Wednesdays are from full 12-hour days. Calls answered and missed on Fridays are from 
eight-hour days multiplied by 1.5 (8 x 1.5 = 12). 
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Appendix

Table 1: 

Information on answered and missed calls and chats for each date of the live chat pilot

	 Chats 	 Calls 	 Chats	 Calls 	 Total	 Total 
Date	 answered	 answered12 	 missed	 missed	 chats	 calls

Monday 28/09	 9	 56	 5	 288	 14	 344

Wednesday 30/09	 3	 60	 2	 157	 5	 217

Friday 02/10	 6	 40.5	 4	 169.5	 10	 210

Monday 05/10	 4	 48	 0	 196	 4	 244

Wednesday 07/20	 6	 29	 5	 137	 11	 166

Friday 09/20	 6	 31.5	 5	 258	 11	 289.5

Monday 12/10	 5	 39	 2	 144	 7	 183

Wednesday 14/10 	 5	 43	 1	 189	 6	 232

Friday 16/10	 3	 28.5	 1	 127.5	 4	 156

Monday 19/10	 8	 60	 3	 158	 11	 218

Wednesday 21/10	 5	 33	 0	 140	 5	 173

Friday 23/10	 6	 43.5	 3	 165	 9	 208.5

Monday 26/10	 4	 60	 3	 300	 7	 360

Wednesday 28/10 	 4	 38	 0	 179	 4	 217

Friday 30/10 	 2	 46.5	 2	 279	 4	 325.5
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Country/county	 Total chatters	

England

Greater London		  18 

Lancashire		  14 

Greater Manchester		  13 

Essex		  12 

West Midlands		  12 

Devon		  9 

Lincolnshire		  9 

Tyne and Wear		  9 

Hampshire		  8 

Hertfordshire		  8 

Staffordshire		  8 

Wiltshire		  8 

Cheshire		  7 

Derbyshire		  7 

Norfolk		  7 

South Yorkshire		  7 

Bristol/Avon		  6 

Cornwall		  6 

Durham		  6 

East Sussex		  6 

Worcestershire		  6 

East Yorkshire		  5 

Kent		  5 

North Yorkshire		  5 

Somerset		  5 

Cumbria		  4 

Nottinghamshire		  4 

Surrey		  4 

West Yorkshire		  4 

Merseyside		  3 

Shropshire		  3 

Warwickshire		  3 

Bedfordshire		  2 

Berkshire		  2 

Buckinghamshire		  2 

Cambridgeshire		  2 

East Midlands		  2 

Gloucestershire		  2 

Leicestershire		  2

Country/county	 Total chatters	

England

Middlesex		  2 

Northamptonshire		  2 

Oxfordshire		  2 

Suffolk		  2 

West Sussex		  2 

Dorset		  1 

Herefordshire		  1 

Unknown		  81 

Scotland

Glasgow City		  5 

City of Edinburgh		  3 

Midlothian		  3 

Fife		  2 

Aberdeen City		  1 

Angus		  1 

Dumfries and Galloway		  1 

Perth and Kinross		  1 

Renfrewshire		  1 

South Ayrshire		  1 

South Lanarkshire		  1 

West Lothian		  1 

Unknown		  6 

Wales

Glamorgan		  8 

Carmarthenshire		  1 

Denbighshire		  1 

Gwent		  1 

Gwynedd		  1 

Monmouthshire		  1 

Powys		  1 

Swansea		  1 

Wrexham		  1 

Unknown		  3 

Northern Ireland

Antrim		  1 

Down		  1 

Tyrone		  1 

Unknown		  2 

Table 2. 

Frequency of country and county of residence of UK-based chatters (N = 389)



Find out more about our work to protect children at:  

lucyfaithfull.org.uk

Visit our Stop It Now! campaign and helpline at:  

stopitnow.org.uk 

Stop It Now! Scotland: 

stopitnow.org.uk/scotland

Stop It Now! Wales 

stopitnow.org.uk/wales

For prevention information visit:  

parentsprotect.co.uk 

Facebook: @stopitnowukandireland 

Twitter: @StopItNowUK 

YouTube: @stopitnowukireland

LinkedIn: the-lucy-faithfull-foundation

Confidential freephone helpline: 0808 1000 900

The Lucy Faithfull Foundation  

2 Birch House, Harris Business Park, Hanbury Road 

Stoke Prior, Bromsgrove, B60 4DJ

Telephone: 01527 591922 

The Lucy Faithfull Foundation is a registered Charity No. 1013025, and is a company 
limited by guarantee. Registered in England No. 2729957. Registered office: 2 Birch House, 
Harris Business Park, Hanbury Road, Stoke Prior, Bromsgrove, B60 4DJ.

Important note: The photographic content within this document is for illustrative 
purposes only. All persons featured are models @ iStock and Shutterstock.

Names of case studies have been changed to protect anonymity.
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