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Brightside in numbers

23 Years

Connecting young people with
mentors

3,666,033

Messages exchanged, each part of a
conversation that helps build confidence,
answer questions, and support a young
person's future

77%

Of mentees left “extremely” or “very”
confident in their next steps

178,918

Young people supported by mentors

90%

Of mentees said mentoring contributed
to decision-making about their next
steps

56%

Of those from IMD Q1/Q2* entered
higher education in 2023, vs 46% in our
comparator group

Driving better outcomes for young people

We help young people strengthen their understanding of different pathways

awareness of employers and organisations relevant to careers

understanding of employment pathways .|.8pp

understanding of university pathways

Discover more
brightside.org.uk

Supporting young people through mentoring

All figures: Source: Brightside mentee surveys (2024/2025); HEAT progression and continuation analysis 2023 ° °
*IMD Q1/Q2 refers to the most deprived quintiles in the Index of Multiple Deprivation brlg htSlde



Bridging the gap in the age of Al

Introduction

Who are Brightside?

Brightside supports young people to
make confident, informed decisions
about their future through
conversations with real mentors who
share their personal experiences,
guidance, and stories.

For 23 years, our mentors have provided trusted, personalised support to help young people
explore their options, build confidence, and take their next steps.

Why mentoring matters more than ever in the age of Al

As Al becomes part of everyday life, it is beginning to reshape how young people access
information, explore careers, make decisions, and prepare for the future. This creates new
possibilities, but it also raises important questions for social mobility.

Without the right support, there is a risk that Al could widen existing gaps between young
people who have access to trusted networks, guidance and critical support, and those
who are left to navigate complex decisions alone.

This matters because future decision-making is not only about finding information.
Young people also need to know whether information is accurate, relevant to them, and
safe to act on. A 2025 report on the use of Al in UK schools, commissioned by Oxford
University Press (OUP), found that fewer than half of pupils felt confident they could tell
whether information from Al is true.

This reflects what Brightside sees every day: Al information alone is not enough. Young
people need confidence, reassurance, challenge, empathy, and lived experience to help
them make sense of their options.

Through this research, we wanted to understand how young
people are using Al right now: whether they trust it, how they
understand its limits, and whether they have the human support
around them to question Al, interpret the information it provides,
and make informed decisions about their future.

@ brightside o3


https://fdslive.oup.com/www.oup.com/oxed/secondary/Teaching_the_AI_Native_Generation.pdf
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What we did

This report is based on an initial phase of research designed to help Brightside understand
how young people are already using Al, what questions this raises for mentoring and
guidance, and what this could mean for our future programme and platform design.

We combined quantitative and qualitative methods to build a clearer picture of young
people’s thoughts. This included surveying 239 students, conducing two focus groups,
consulting with our Youth Board and conducting follow-up one-to-one interviews with
previous mentees on our projects.

Together we collected:
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This initial phase of research was designed to identify key issues that should be
explored in greater depth with a more representative study.

While our sample was diverse, it was not designed to be representative in terms of
geography, gender or socio-economic background.

| see the next step for organisations like
Brightside as ensuring every young
person has the knowledge and

confidence to use Al well. That means 2 g
investing in Al literacy, listening to the P 1. S
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than simply reinforcing existing privilege.

— Brightside Youth Board Member
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Key findings: What young people told us E

Al is already being used as a practical
tool — but not by everyone

Al is already part of future decision-making for

many young people in our sample. 57.3% of Are you Currently using

respondents said they use Al tools frequently

(19.7%) or sometimes (37.7%) to help make Al tools to_ help you

decisions about their future. make decisions about
your future?

This suggests Al is no longer a distant or emerging

issue for young people: for many, it is already

becoming part of how they explore options, 37.7% 19.7%

compare routes and prepare for next steps.

However, the data also shows that Al use is not Yes, sometimes [ Yes, frequently
universal. 42.7% of respondents said they do not W No

use Al tools to help make decisions about their

future.

This raises an important question for Brightside. If Al is becoming part of how young
people access information, explore opportunities and prepare for the future of work,
are some young people missing out on useful support? Or are they choosing not to
use Al because of concerns about accuracy, trust, confidence, access or not knowing
how to use it well?

To understand how young people are actually using Al, we coded the open-text responses describing
their Al use, grouping similar answers into themes.

44% 32% 31% 16%

e career or job comparing study or
course research . revision
research options

support

Each response could touch on more than one theme, so percentages reflect how often each use was mentioned
rather than adding up to 100%.

| ask Al to make comparative tables
so that | can decide which
universities are best suited to my

| used ChatGPT once to map out
a future timeline: all the steps and

qualifications | would need to get
to do the job | aspire to do.
— Survey respondent

academic style.
— Survey respondent




Key findings: What young people told us E

Al use does not mean uncritical trust

‘ ‘ My worries are that more people are relying on Al to decide their future.
—Survey respondent

The data does not show young people How much do you trust information
accepting Al at face value. Trust was provided by Al tools?
cautious: 53.1% said they trust information Trust it a lot

from Al tools “a little”, while 14.6% said Not at all 14.6%

7.5%

they trust it “a lot".

Even among those who expressed higher Not very much
levels of trust, young people were often 18%
aware of Al's limits and risks. Among

respondents who said they trust Al "a lot",

the same concerns surfaced - sometimes

about trust itself:

Trust it a little
53.2%

The fact that it can get things
wrong and people trust it so much: People being too trusting of it,
combined, this means that fake being misinformed and not
news and misinformation can be realising.
spread easily. — Survey respondent (trusts Al “a lot")

— Survey respondent (trusts Al "a lot")

@

y

What worries you most about Al and the

Concerns also came through strongly in future?

the open-text responses more broadly. In
the coded data, common worries included
job loss (37%), environmental impact (28%),
over-reliance and critical thinking (22%),
misinformation and deepfakes (17%), and
privacy, regulation and safety (10%).

40%

30%

20%

10%

% of coded responses

We coded the open-text responses
describing worries, grouping similar
answers into themes.

0%

Bridging the gap in the age of Al



Key findings: What young people told us

Human guidance still matters

Different uses of Al in medical innovation
excites me, however Al replacing human

connection and ability to think critically

and problem solve worries me a lot.
— Survey respondent

Young people value what Al
cannot replicate

Across the survey, interviews and focus
groups, young people told us they value
lived experience, empathy, encouragement,
and human judgement.

Do Al tools make information, advice, and guidance from real people
more of less important? % of young people surveyed:

0 36% &7 38.9%

More important |- No difference

A third of respondents (32.6%) said Al makes
guidance from real people more important, a
signal that many young people already
understand what Al can't offer. While 38.9%
said it makes no difference and 15.9% said it
makes real people less important, this doesn't
necessarily mean they are rejecting human
support, but some may not yet recognise the

risks of relying on Al without trusted guidance.

It raises an important question: are we doing
enough to help young people understand Al's
limits?

Some of those who said human guidance
matters less are using Al for exactly the things a
mentor would do:

“When making decisions about my future |
normally ask it to compare all my choices of
career paths based on work/life balance,
growth opportunities and salary.”

— Survey respondent (who said guidance
from real people is now less important)

Bridging the gap in the age of Al

12.6%

I'm not sure

 15.9% (9

n Less Important

Qualitative responses offer direction. Across the
survey, interviews and focus groups, young
people told us they value what Al cannot
replicate: lived experience, empathy,
encouragement, and human judgement. They
see Al as a starting point, not a substitute:

"Al saves time and sparks ideas, but risks errors
and harm. Never trust it fully - use it only as a
starting point, think independently, and make
your own final decision”.

— Survey respondent

A safe place to ask

One young person described using Al to ask
"any more embarrassing questions | wouldn’t
ask a tutor.”

That tells us something important: part of Al's
appeal is a judgement-free space to ask
anything, at any time.

Our answer is to make sure every young
person has a trusted human relationship that
feels just as safe to bring questions to. That's
what mentoring does best.
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Bridging the gap in the age of Al E

The social mobilty lens

Our wider IMD (Index of Multiple Deprivation) Where are you mainly getting advice or
analysis adds further nuance, starting with support when thinking about your future?
where young people get advice about their
future. ®%Q1 @ %Q5

100%
Respondents from IMD Q1 were less likely than 80%
those from Q5 to say they get advice from 60%

parents or carers (43% compared with 77%) or

40%
from school or college (67% compared with 0%, II II II I II I
90%), and were more likely to turn to social °
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media for advice or support (45% compared
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To clarify certain details. Help make plans: for example what to do if results day
goes badly or what to do if results day goes well and how to prepare for uni.
— Survey respondent

| ask for Al to help me find work experiences, taster days, summer schools.
— Survey respondent.

Overall, do you think Al will help people

your age live a better life? Respondents from IMD Q1 were less likely to
say they trusted information from Al tools “a
®%a1 @%Q5 little” or “a lot”, at 69% compared with 83% (Q5),
70% and more likely to say they did not trust Al very

60% much or at all, at 29% (Q1) compared with 10%

50% (@Q5)
40%

30% They were also less optimistic about Al's wider
°° benefits: 63% of Q1 respondents thought Al
AV . . would help people their age live a better life to

10% . 3 : °
great or some extent, compared with 83% of
os --

Q5 respondents, and Q1 respondents were
more likely to say outright that it would not
e o& (25% compared with 7%).
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Bridging the gap in the age of Al

What this means for social mobility

Young people need both: useful technology and real people

Al is already shaping how many young
people explore their options and make
decisions about their future. They told us
they use it to research courses, compare
universities, plan career steps, and
prepare for results day. The question is Mind the gap
whether all young people can use it

. Our findings suggest this is a social
safely, critically, and well.

mobility issue. Young people from
more advantaged backgrounds may
have parents who have gone to

Brightside's model matters university, a teacher with time to talk

things through, careers advisers, and
access to paid Al tools to help them
check and personalise Al- generated
information.

This is where our model matters: trained
mentors, moderated and safeguarded
spaces, and trusted relationships make
support safer, more real, and more
equitable than leaving young people to

navigate Al tools alone. For young people from less

advantaged backgrounds, the risk is
that Al becomes a replacement for
trusted advice rather than a
supplement to it.

Trained mentors V
Safeguarded V
Tech for good V

Information alone is not enough

Our work has taught us that information alone is not enough.

Young people also need confidence, judgement, and trusted relationships. Al could put
future-focused information within more young people’s reach, but without human support,
it could widen the gap between those with personalised advice and those without.

Young people need both: useful technology, and real people who can help them use it well.
Brightside does that.



Bridging the gap in the age of Al

What this means for social mobility

This is the first phase of Brightside’s wider work on Al, mentoring
and social mobility.

This initial study was designed to identify the questions that deserve deeper investigation.
While our sample size is small, the social mobility implications of our findings, if replicated
in @ more statistically powerful study, could be very worrying.

Our first priorities are therefore to:

Complete a larger, nationally

representative survey

Gather more evidence about how young people from different backgrounds
are accessing Al, and the extent to which they have human support available
to complement Al use (through parents, carers or schools and colleges)

Research accuracy and completeness

Test information generated by typical Al tools for the prompts
young people are actually likely to use — and understand
what human support is needed to complement Al use and
ensure a level playing field.

Al co-design with young people

With our mentees, Youth Voice Network* and
Youth Board, research and test programme, tech,
or content ideas that help young people use Al
critically and navigate it with confidence

Safeguarding, data protection, and youth voice will be central to any next steps. Future
decisions will need to be tested carefully with young people, mentors, staff and wider
organisational input.

Closing thought

Al can help young people find and summarise information. But mentors bring

trusted human judgement, lived experience, and reassurance. As Al reshapes
access to opportunity, mentoring is a practical, proven way to make sure no
young person navigates the future alone.

Our Youth Voice Network is made up of alumni mentees who continue to share their views and experiences to help shape our programmes,
content, events, and future work.
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Stories that change lives

Behind every statistic is a young person whose confidence has
been built or horizons been broadened through mentoring.

Deebika Royal Academy of Engineering’s Graduate Engineering Engagement
Programme (GEEP), mentee

A mentee with GEEP since November 2025, Deebika shares how mentoring has
built her confidence, sharpened her career direction, and reshaped her plans
for life after university.

BUILT CONFIDENCE
From rehearsing with notes to speaking openly — Deebika now shows up as
herself in every conversation.

FOUND DIRECTION
Mentor-guided research helped her narrow down engineering industries and
land on a graduate job pathway.

REAL CONNECTION
Video calls brought tone, empathy and a live human feel that made the
mentoring partnership click.

"“Be yourself instead of making a new persona to fit in. You should think about yourself first.”
DEEBIKA'S ADVICE TO FUTURE MENTEES

Voices from our mentees
In their own words

Mentoring has quite literally changed my
If | had to describe my mentor life. | know that sounds bold, maybe even
in one word, I'd say amazing. a little ridiculous, but it's not: mentoring
really does have that much power and I've
experienced it firsthand.

| think mentoring is important

because it gives you an outlook for | found it embarrassing to ask to talk to

looking at something or an a teacher all the time but it was so easy
opportunity in a different light. to talk to my mentor.

Discover more Supporting young people through

brightside.org.uk mentoring
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BRIGHTER FUTURES FOR ALL

Thank you...

to all the young people who completed our survey,
and took part in our focus groups and interviews for
providing their honest and insightful thoughts

to our Youth Board and Youth Voice Network for all
their ongoing input and work across our Al research
and forward thinking

and to our partners for their support in being able
to reach young people to gain a wide variety of
perspectives

Connect with us

(@) @brightsidementoring

Brightside Mentoring

. Youthvoice@brightside.org.uk
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	01  AI is already being used as a practical tool — but not by everyone
	AI is already part of future decision-making for many young people in our sample. 57.3% of respondents said they use AI tools frequently (19.7%) or sometimes (37.7%) to help make decisions about their future.
	This suggests AI is no longer a distant or emerging issue for young people: for many, it is already becoming part of how they explore options, compare routes and prepare for next steps.
	However, the data also shows that AI use is not universal. 42.7% of respondents said they do not use AI tools to help make decisions about their future.
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	This raises an important question for Brightside. If AI is becoming part of how young people access information, explore opportunities and prepare for the future of work, are some young people missing out on useful support? Or are they choosing not to use AI because of concerns about accuracy, trust, confidence, access or not knowing how to use it well?
	To understand how young people are actually using AI, we coded the open-text responses describing their AI use, grouping similar answers into themes.
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	Even among those who expressed higher levels of trust, young people were often aware of AI’s limits and risks. Among respondents who said they trust AI "a lot", the same concerns surfaced - sometimes about trust itself:
	The fact that it can get things wrong and people trust it so much: combined, this means that fake news and misinformation can be spread easily.  — Survey respondent (trusts AI "a lot")
	misinformed and not realising.
	People being too trusting of it, being misinformed and not realising.  — Survey respondent (trusts AI "a lot")
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	Concerns also came through strongly in the open-text responses more broadly. In the coded data, common worries included job loss (37%), environmental impact (28%), over-reliance and critical thinking (22%), misinformation and deepfakes (17%), and privacy, regulation and safety (10%).
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