AI in support of sexual assault survivors: a study on Snapchat's My AI
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Emerging research has highlighted the role of artificial intelligence (AI) in providing support to survivors of sexual assault who may prefer anonymity and privacy over direct human interaction. A study led by Tiffany L. Marcantonio and her team in 2024 examined Snapchat's AI feature, "My AI", focusing on its responses to sensitive queries related to sexual assault, consent, and related issues.
The study involved 15 researchers who interacted with My AI using a series of questions designed to simulate inquiries a survivor might pose. These included discussions around sexual consent, sexting, and what constitutes a sexual assault. My AI's responses were examined for both consistency and the quality of advice offered. The AI provided what the researchers viewed as common-sense advice, such as emphasising honest communication about consent and advising users to consult a trusted caregiver or adult for further help.
Key to the findings was My AI's incorporation of sexual health education messages and its empathetic tone towards potential victims, suggesting a level of emotional support that researchers deemed beneficial, particularly for individuals grappling with uncertainty and isolation. The AI's ability to discern situations indicative of sexual assault based on user descriptions showcases its potential as a supportive tool, characterised by normative, supportive responses.
However, the study also pointed out My AI's limitations, particularly its reliance on generalised and succinct responses due to the constraints of its information database. Marcantonio's research highlights the importance of complementing AI interaction with experienced human educators, who can provide personalised feedback and address complex nuances that AI might miss.
The researchers concluded that while AI like My AI can enhance access to sexual health information and support initial disclosures without fear of judgment, it cannot fully replace human interaction. The ability of humans to connect through shared experiences and offer detailed, empathetic support remains crucial in the healing process for victims of sexual assault.
Snapchat's My AI represents a step forward in using technology as a supplementary tool in sexual health education, aiming to provide youth with accessible and informed resources. Nevertheless, the study underscores the need for a balanced approach where AI serves as an adjunct to the profound human element necessary for genuine understanding and recovery.
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