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Abstract

This study aimed to qualitatively explore elementary school children’s moral perceptions of
lying, honesty, and trust in their interactions with Al chatbots. qualitative phenomenological
design was employed. Twenty-one children aged 8-12 years from elementary schools in
Tehran, Iran, participated through purposive sampling. All participants had experience
interacting with chatbots such as ChatGPT, Google Assistant, or Siri. Data were collected
through semi-structured individual interviews and analyzed thematically using NVivo 14
software. Open, axial, and selective coding procedures were used to identify categories and
themes, with theoretical saturation achieved after the 21st interview. Four major themes
emerged: (1) Moral understanding of lying in Al, (2) Honesty as a communicative expectation,
(3) Formation and loss of trust in Al, and (4) Moral conceptualization of the human—machine
relationship. Children tended to interpret chatbot errors as technical faults rather than deliberate
deceit, viewed honesty as equivalent to intelligence and reliability, and based trust on
consistency and friendliness of interaction. Many also attributed human-like traits—such as
emotion, intent, and conscience—to Al systems. The findings indicate that children interpret
moral concepts in Al interactions through an anthropocentric lens. Ethically informed chatbot
design and the inclusion of digital moral literacy in education are essential to prevent
misconceptions about honesty and trust in Al systems.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The rapid expansion of artificial intelligence, particularly conversational agents and chatbots, has
fundamentally transformed human-machine communication. Contemporary chatbots are no longer limited to
retrieving information or providing predetermined answers; they increasingly simulate natural dialogue, adapt
their responses to users, and create forms of social and emotional engagement (Parsakia, 2023; Saadati &
Saadati, 2023). These systems are now employed in educational, therapeutic, caregiving, and social-service
settings, where they may act as learning assistants, conversational partners, or sources of advice (Mohanty,
2022; Rostami & Navabinejad, 2023). Their growing accessibility has also increased children’s direct
exposure to artificial intelligence. However, interactions between children and chatbots raise distinctive
developmental and ethical concerns because children may attribute intention, emotion, honesty, consciousness,
or moral responsibility to systems whose responses are generated algorithmically (Wester et al., 2024).
During the elementary-school years, children’s understandings of lying, honesty, responsibility, and trust are
still developing. Their moral judgments increasingly depend on their ability to interpret another agent’s
intention, distinguish deliberate deception from accidental error, and evaluate the consequences of inaccurate
statements (Simonyi & Major, 2024). When a chatbot provides incorrect or contradictory information,
children may therefore struggle to determine whether the system has lied, made an unintentional mistake, or
simply lacked sufficient knowledge. Interactions with chatbots can consequently produce a form of
conversational morality in which truthfulness and trust are interpreted through both informational accuracy
and perceived emotional qualities (Suzuki et al., 2024). Children may regard a friendly, apologetic, or
encouraging chatbot as more honest and trustworthy, even when they have limited awareness of the
technological mechanisms underlying its responses.
The use of chatbots in education further increases the importance of examining children’s moral
interpretations. Al-supported conversational systems can strengthen motivation, participation, language
learning, and access to information (Jung & Kim, 2025; Shin & Lee, 2024; Su et al., 2025). Nevertheless, the
hybrid status of chatbots as technological tools with human-like communicative characteristics may obscure
the distinction between machine-generated responses and intentional human communication.
Anthropomorphic features, including natural language, voice, facial representation, politeness, and expressions
resembling empathy, can increase users’ tendency to attribute independent personality and moral agency to Al
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systems (Li et al., 2024; Pizzi et al., 2023). This tendency is particularly consequential for children because
anthropomorphism may increase emotional attachment, uncritical acceptance of information, and willingness
to disclose personal information.

Perceived honesty is also central to the formation of trust in human—Al interaction. Users are more likely to
trust systems that provide consistent, transparent, and understandable responses (Xu et al., 2023). For children,
however, informational accuracy may become inseparable from moral honesty: an incorrect answer may be
interpreted not only as a technical failure but also as a violation of trust. Conversely, a chatbot’s friendly tone
or human-like appearance may encourage trust even when the reliability of its content has not been
independently evaluated (Chaves et al., 2022). Repeated successful interactions can gradually reinforce
cognitive and emotional trust, whereas persistent errors, contradictions, and unexplained responses may
produce frustration, disappointment, or perceived betrayal (Kuhail et al., 2022; Qiu et al., 2024). Cultural and
educational contexts may further influence whether children interpret machine errors as technical limitations,
dishonesty, or morally problematic behavior (Lé, 2023; S.Vishaal & M.V.Sathish, 2023). Accordingly, the
present study qualitatively investigated elementary-school children’s perceptions of lying, honesty, and trust
in their interactions with artificial intelligence, with particular attention to the cognitive, emotional, relational,
and moral meanings they assigned to chatbot behavior.

Materials and Methods

This qualitative study employed an interpretative phenomenological approach to obtain an in-depth
understanding of children’s lived experiences and moral perceptions during interactions with artificial
intelligence. The study population consisted of elementary-school children in Tehran, Iran. Participants were
selected through purposive sampling, with eligibility restricted to children who had direct or limited experience
using Al-based tools such as ChatGPT, Google Assistant, Siri, voice assistants, educational robots, or other
conversational systems. The inclusion criteria were being between 8 and 12 years of age, having sufficient
verbal communication ability to participate in an individual interview, having some familiarity with Al-based
conversational tools, and obtaining parental consent. Twenty-one children participated, and theoretical
saturation was reached after the twenty-first interview because subsequent data no longer generated
substantively new concepts or interpretive categories.

Data were collected through individual semi-structured interviews conducted in child-oriented educational and
cultural environments in Tehran. The interviews were arranged with parental permission and were conducted
voluntarily while maintaining privacy and confidentiality. Each interview lasted approximately 30—45 minutes.
The interview guide explored children’s experiences and interpretations across three principal domains: lying,
honesty, and trust in interactions with artificial intelligence. Questions included how children would feel if a
robot lied to them, whether they believed artificial intelligence could always tell the truth, how they
distinguished a machine’s mistake from a lie, and what conditions made a chatbot trustworthy. With parental
authorization, the interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.

The data were analyzed through systematic thematic analysis using NVivo version 14. The researchers
repeatedly read the interview transcripts to achieve familiarity with the data and identify significant meaning
units. Open coding was first used to extract concepts related to children’s moral judgments, emotional
reactions, and interactional experiences. Related codes were subsequently organized into axial categories, and
selective coding was used to integrate the categories into overarching themes. Data collection and analysis
proceeded concurrently, allowing the interview questions and emerging interpretations to be continuously
reviewed. Peer review and member-checking procedures were used to enhance the credibility of the findings.
The final themes were developed by examining similarities, differences, and recurring patterns across the
participants’ accounts.

Findings
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The participants included 11 girls (52.4%) and 10 boys (47.6%), with ages ranging from 8 to 12 years and a
mean age of 9.8 years. Five participants were in the second grade, four in the third grade, six in the fourth
grade, three in the fifth grade, and three in the sixth grade. Fifteen children (71.4%) reported direct experience
with chatbots such as ChatGPT, Google Assistant, or Siri, whereas six children (28.6%) had only observed
these systems or engaged with them in a limited manner. Thematic analysis generated four main themes: moral
understanding of lying in artificial intelligence, honesty as a communicative expectation, formation and loss
of trust in artificial intelligence, and moral conceptualization of the human—machine relationship.

The first theme demonstrated that children distinguished human lying from machine error primarily through
perceived intention. Most participants believed that a machine could not lie in the same way as a person
because it lacked feelings, intentions, or conscious motivation. Incorrect chatbot responses were therefore
frequently described as technical errors, incomplete knowledge, or software malfunction rather than deliberate
deception. Nevertheless, children experienced moral confusion when they could not determine whether an
incorrect response had been produced intentionally. Repeated inaccurate answers elicited dissatisfaction,
anger, and declining willingness to continue using the system. Some participants also treated lying to a chatbot
as a playful experiment, reporting that they gave false names or information to test the machine’s reactions.
Such behavior was often considered less morally serious than lying to a person because the chatbot was
assumed to lack feelings. However, several children still reported discomfort or guilt after deceiving a machine,
particularly when they perceived it as a conversational companion.

The second theme showed that honesty functioned as both a moral expectation and an indicator of intelligence,
competence, and reliability. Children generally expected artificial intelligence to provide accurate, clear, and
truthful information. Contradictory or incorrect responses were often interpreted as evidence that the chatbot
was neither honest nor sufficiently intelligent. Participants also connected honesty with education, believing
that an Al system used for learning should model truthful behavior. At the same time, some children
acknowledged a tension between factual accuracy and entertainment. They sometimes preferred imaginative
or unrealistic responses when these were humorous, creative, or emotionally appealing. Honesty was
additionally understood in emotional terms. Several participants believed that genuine honesty required
empathy, emotional understanding, and a sincere tone, capacities they did not consistently attribute to
machines.

The third theme indicated that trust developed through interconnected cognitive, emotional, and experiential
processes. Cognitive trust emerged when the chatbot repeatedly supplied correct and understandable answers.
Children frequently compared Al-generated information with answers from teachers or parents, whose
approval strengthened their confidence in the system. Emotional trust was associated with friendliness, praise,
politeness, and a reassuring conversational style. Trust generally increased gradually through repeated positive
experiences but declined rapidly following persistent mistakes, illogical statements, or contradictions. Children
suggested that trust could be restored when the chatbot corrected its answer, acknowledged uncertainty,
explained the source of an error, or apologized. Parents and teachers were identified as important mediators
who could help children assess the credibility of Al-generated information. Human-like voices, faces, and
conversational styles also increased trust because children interpreted such features as signs of authenticity
and social presence.

The fourth theme concerned the moral relationship between humans and machines. Many children attributed
emotions, intentions, embarrassment, sadness, fear, or conscience to chatbots. Some described the chatbot as
a friend and believed that disrespectful language or deception could emotionally affect it. Others maintained a
clearer boundary, arguing that a machine could not experience genuine feelings or commit a real moral
violation. Despite these differences, participants commonly emphasized reciprocity, respect, fairness, and
honesty in human—machine communication. They also anticipated that future robots would become more
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intelligent and morally sophisticated and argued that ethical rules should be established to prevent advanced
Al systems from deceiving people.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that elementary-school children interpret lying, honesty, and trust in Al interactions
through a complex combination of intention-based moral reasoning, emotional experience, technological
understanding, and anthropomorphic perception. Their distinction between lying and error depended largely
on whether they believed the agent possessed an intention to deceive. Because most participants understood
chatbots as systems without fully independent intentions, they often excused inaccurate responses as technical
failures. Nevertheless, repeated errors still carried moral and emotional consequences because they
undermined expectations of reliability and weakened the perceived relationship between the child and the
system.

Honesty was not limited to factual correctness. Children associated it with intelligence, consistency, empathy,
transparency, and educational responsibility. This broader interpretation explains why a technically accurate
but emotionally insensitive system might still be perceived as insufficiently honest, whereas a warm and
friendly chatbot could be trusted despite uncertain reliability. Trust therefore developed through both cognitive
evaluation and emotional engagement. Accuracy, consistency, correction of errors, and adult verification
supported cognitive trust, while friendliness, praise, and human-like communication strengthened emotional
trust.

The children’s tendency to assign feelings and moral qualities to artificial intelligence illustrates how easily
conversational design can blur the boundary between simulated and genuine social agency. Although
anthropomorphic features can improve engagement and learning, they may also produce excessive trust,
emotional dependence, disclosure of personal information, or misunderstanding of algorithmic limitations.
Children should therefore be taught that fluent, confident, or friendly responses do not necessarily guarantee
accuracy, intention, understanding, or moral responsibility.

In conclusion, children’s interactions with artificial intelligence have already moved beyond purely
instrumental technology use and entered a moral and relational domain. Age-appropriate digital moral literacy
should be incorporated into elementary education so that children can distinguish technical error from
intentional deception, evaluate Al-generated information critically, protect personal information, and
understand the difference between programmed responsiveness and genuine emotion. Parents and teachers
should actively mediate children’s use of conversational Al, while designers should employ transparent
uncertainty statements, understandable explanations, corrective mechanisms, and developmentally appropriate
language. Ethical chatbot design and guided education are essential for ensuring that children benefit from
artificial intelligence without developing misleading assumptions about truthfulness, trust, emotion, and moral
agency.
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