
  

 

TERMS OF REFERENCE 

        

Consultant (qualitative) for Children and AI research 

 

CONTRACT MODALITY Individual Consultancy  
 

DURATION OF CONTRACT 16 months 
 

 
Purpose of Assignment 

 
Design qualitative research methodology for consultation workshops with children in China on AI, support local 
implementing research partner (review findings, conduct quality control of research analysis, etc.) and write up 
UNICEF Innocenti report with complete analysis, discussion and recommendations. 
 
Scope of Work: 
 
UNICEF works in some of the world’s toughest places, to reach the world’s most disadvantaged children. To save 
their lives. To defend their rights. To help them fulfill their potential. Across 190 countries and territories, we work 
for every child, everywhere, every day, to build a better world for everyone. And we never give up. For every child, 
answers. 
 
To improve the global evidence base and support UNICEF’s advocacy, programming and policy development for the 
future, UNICEF Office of Strategy and Evidence – Innocenti (UNICEF Innocenti) has been conducting research on 
children’s use of digital technology for the past 10 years. The Digital Engagement & Protection (DEP) team at UNICEF 
Innocenti conducts primary and secondary research on children’s rights in digital environments, including online 
safety, digital participation, platform governance, digital literacy, AI and emerging technologies. DEP is starting a new 
project to generate urgently needed evidence on children and AI. 
 
There is widespread and growing use of AI systems by children, yet barely any evidence of the impact on their 
development, well-being and learning – and children are rarely consulted on how AI can be improved for them. 
Globally, AI systems are already in children's daily lives, helping them with homework, offering companionship and 
enabling creativity. While AI offers clear benefits for learning, creativity and increased accessibility, UNICEF’s 
Guidance on AI and Children highlights substantial risks: inappropriate relational interactions driven by AI’s empathy 
gap; harmful content and directives such as to self-harm; and the erosion of critical thinking as learning tasks are 
outsourced to AI. AI for companionship raises particular concerns around emotional dependency, reduced human 
interaction, and negative impacts on socio-emotional development. 
 
Localized, child-centred evidence and design are needed for governments and companies to leverage opportunities 
and mitigate risks around children’s interactions with AI. UNICEF China, in partnership with UNICEF Innocenti, aims 
to close the evidence and participation gaps by conducting research with children in China. The research includes 
establishing how children engage with AI for relational interactions (e,g. for advice, emotional support or 
companionship); what is the perceived impact on their development, well-being and learning; how they think AI 
systems offering relational interactions should be better regulated and designed by governments and the tech sector, 
and how children can be better supported. 
 
The evidence will be used to create actionable recommendations to the government and companies to ensure AI 
policies and practices actively support children’s well-being. 
 

DUTY STATION  Florence, Italy (remote) 



  

 

This 2.5 year project will involve a mixed methods study that captures children’s real-life experiences with AI tools in 
China, delivered in two iterative phases: (1) qualitative consultative workshops with children to establish children’s 
interactions and perceptions of relational AI systems, followed by a (2) quantitative survey with children to dig deeper 
into the key findings and enable targeted recommendations. UNICEF China will be the overall project lead, UNICEF 
Innocenti the research lead, and a local institution will be recruited in China to be the research partner and 
implementer (the “local partner”). UNICEF Innocenti is recruiting a qualitative research consultant to support the 
first phase of this project. 
 
The qualitative research consultant will: 
 
PROJECT SETUP 

• Develop a detailed project plan, and provide project coordination throughout the consultancy, as needed. 
Help establish an expert advisory group to guide the project. 

• Conduct light desktop research on frameworks and methodologies for qualitative creative and interactive 
child consultations on AI for advice, emotional support or companionship, and develop outline of project’s 
research design and language used in the consultations. The desktop literature review should also cover 
what is known about the impacts of AI on learning, including in the Chinese literature. 

 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND PILOTING 

• Develop the child consultation methodology and materials for piloting. Support with preparation for a 
project inception meeting to be held with the local parter in China (UNICEF Innocenti will participate in 
person, consultant to participate virtually, if possible). Based on ongoing review and feedback from the local 
partner, the consultant will further develop the research methodology, including for 2 pilot workshops to be 
conducted by the local partner (1 with a younger group of children and 1 with an older group); develop the 
consultation materials (information pack, FAQ, consent forms, etc.), facilitation materials and conduct 
training of local partner facilitators; review fieldwork notes from the pilot workshops by the local partner in 
China; and participate in an adaptation workshop (held online) to review findings and revise the study 
methodology and materials, as needed. Throughout the project, the consultant will liaise with the local 
partner, as needed, including reviewing their documentation, ethics submissions, etc. 

 
CHILD CONSULTATIONS AND ANALYSIS 
[After the pilots, the local partner will conduct the child consultations in China: at least 8 consultative workshops will 
be held (proposed ages 10–13 and 14–17, four workshops per age group, with approximately 10–12 participants per 
workshop lasting around 2.5 hours). All data will be captured and translated, and fieldwork notes developed, by the 
local partner.] 

• Support the consultation process by: conducting additional training of facilitators; and reviewing fieldwork 
notes and providing feedback for adaptation, if needed. 

 
[The local partner will code and analyse the data, and write up initial findings.] 

• Provide outline for consultations phase report and guidance on data analysis, including specifying research 
analysis and reviewing coding framework. In rounds, as needed, provide overall technical support by 
reviewing analysis and findings from local partner and engaging them for discussion of findings and further 
analysis; and providing quality assurance of data analysis and findings. Based UNICEF Innocenti feedback, 
local partner to respond and update findings report accordingly. 

• Plan and support a dialogue / validation workshop with a selection of original child participants for local 
partner to present initial findings and gather child-based inputs on those. Provide training to facilitators. 
Review findings from workshop. 

• If possible, participate virtually in validation meeting in China with UNICEF Innocenti to interrogate the 
analysis, and co-develop initial recommendations to government and companies. Otherwise, support 
meeting offline. 

• Based on local partner findings and analysis, write up UNICEF Innocenti full project phase report with more 
complete analysis, discussion and recommendations for policymakers, regulators and companies. In rounds, 
as needed, update report based on reviews by UNICEF China, UNICEF Innocenti, expert advisory group and 



  

 

local partner. 

• Provide inputs into phase 2 of the project: the quantitative survey. 

• Author three short articles to give visibility to the project and its key messages/findings. 
EXPERT ADVISORY GROUP 

• Throughout the project participate in meetings with the Expert Advisory Group assembled to guide the 
project, present updates and findings (at least three meetings), and share key outcome notes. 

 
This is a deliverable-based consultancy contract. The detailed list of tasks, deliverables, and timeline is included in 
the Work Assignment Overview below. Specific outputs under identified activities will be identified and agreed upon 
with the Research Manager at the negotiation stage. 
 
For every Child, you demonstrate: 
UNICEF’s Core Values of Care, Respect, Integrity, Trust and Accountability and Sustainability (CRITAS). 
 
Remarks: 

1. UNICEF Innocenti does not issue computer equipment to consultants. The consultant will be responsible for 
providing the necessary computer equipment for the consultancy themselves and should include the cost 
implications of this responsibility in their bid for the consultancy. The cost of software and subscriptions that 
may be necessary to complete the consultancy (e.g., Microsoft Word) also needs to be factored into the bid 
for the consultancy. 

2. UNICEF does not regard Individuals engaged under a consultancy contract as “staff members” under the 
Staff Regulations and Rules of the United Nations and UNICEF’s policies and procedures. Consultants are 
therefore not entitled to benefits such as leave, pension and medical insurance coverage. Their conditions 
of service will be governed by their contract and the General Conditions of Contracts for the Services of 
Consultants. 

3. Payment of professional fees will be based on the timely submission of agreed deliverables. UNICEF reserves 
the right to withhold payment in case the deliverables submitted are not up to the required standard or in 
case of delays in submitting the deliverables on the part of the consultant. Prospective consultants are 
encouraged to ensure that they fully understand (a) the requirements of each deliverable and (b) the 
workload associated with reaching a deliverable. 

4. UNICEF Innocenti recognises that, due to the locations of some of its research, events may occur that either 
delay deliverables or prevent them from being completed. These events need to be reviewed on a case-by-
case basis to determine the impact on the payment schedule of the contract. It is UNICEF Innocenti’s 
objective to be fair to consultants in situations where deliverables are delayed or no longer attainable 
through no wrongdoing of the consultant. 

5. Consultants are responsible for determining their tax liabilities and for the payment of any taxes and/or 
duties, in accordance with local or other applicable laws. 

 
 

Work Assignments Overview  Deliverables/Outputs  Delivery deadline to 

complete the deliverable 

Activity 1: Develop project plan 
and conduct light desktop 
research on consultative 
methodologies on AI  

#1: Project plan (1), findings of desktop research 
(11), outline of research methodology (2)  

15/10/2026  

14 days 

Activity 2: Develop the full child 
consultation methodology and 
materials for piloting, support 
pilot process, and revise 
methodology and materials 
based on feedback  

#2: Draft child consultation methodology and all 
materials (7); potential trip to Florence to discuss 
methodology (3); training of facilitators (1); review 
and provide feedback on pilot fieldworks notes (1); 
participate in adaptation workshop (1); revised 
child consultation methodology and all materials 
(3); 1 project article (2)  

31/03/2027  

18 days 



  

 

1 potential trip to Florence for a total of 4 days  

Activity 3: Support child 
consultations, and provide 
technical support to local 
partner during analysis and write 
up  

#3: Training of facilitators (1); review and provide 
feedback on fieldwork notes (2); outline for 
consultations phase report, guidance on data 
analysis and review of coding framework (3); 
provide technical support by reviewing analysis and 
findings from local partner and engaging them for 
discussion (10); quality assurance of data analysis 
and findings (8); plan and support dialogue / 
validation workshop, including facilitator training, 
and reviewing outcomes (3); support meeting to 
interrogate analysis and co-develop initial 
recommendations (2)  

30/09/2027  

29 days 

Activity 4: Write up project 
phase report  

#4: Draft UNICEF Innocenti full project phase 
report (35); trip to Florence to discuss  
findings for report (3); update report based on 
reviews by project stakeholders (10); inputs into 
project phase 2 (1); 1 project article (2)  
 
1 trip to Florence for a total of 4 days  

15/12/2027  

51 days 

Activity 5: Engage expert 
advisory group  

#5: Participate in 3 meetings with group (3)  15/12/2027  

3 days 

 

Payment Schedule: 
Payment will be made on submission and acceptance of deliverables. UNICEF reserves the right to withhold 
payment in case the deliverables submitted are not up to the required standard or in case of delays in submitting 
the deliverables on the part of the consultant.  
 
Important Notes 

• Individuals engaged under a consultancy or individual contract will not be considered “staff members” 
under the Staff Regulations and Rules of the United Nations and UNICEF’s policies and procedures and will 
not be entitled to benefits provided therein (such as leave entitlements and medical insurance coverage). 
Their conditions of service will be governed by their contract and the General Conditions of Contracts for 
the Services of Consultants and Individual Contractors. Consultants and individual contractors are 
responsible for determining their tax liabilities and for the payment of any taxes and/or duties, in 
accordance with local or other applicable laws.  

• The selected candidate is solely responsible for ensuring that the health insurance (and visa if applicable) 
required to perform the duties of the contract are valid for the entire period of the contract. Selected 
candidates are subject to confirmation of fully-vaccinated status against SARS-CoV-2 (Covid-19) with a 
World Health Organization (WHO)-endorsed vaccine, which must be met prior to taking up the assignment. 
It does not apply to consultants who will work remotely and are not expected to work on or visit UNICEF 
premises, programme delivery locations or directly interact with communities UNICEF works with, nor to 
travel to perform functions for UNICEF for the duration of their consultancy contracts.  

• UNICEF offers reasonable accommodation for consultants with disabilities. This may include, for example, 
accessible software, travel assistance for missions or personal attendants. We encourage you to disclose 
your disability during your application in case you need reasonable accommodation during the selection 
process and afterwards in your assignment.  

 
 



  

 

       QUALIFICATIONS / SPECIALIZED KNOWLEDGE / EXPERIENCE/ COMPETENCIES 
(CORE/TECHNICAL/FUNCTIONAL) / LANGUAGE SKILLS REQUIRED FOR THE ASSIGNMENT   
 

Minimum requirements: 

• Education:  

• Master’s degree in any relevant social science or technology discipline 

• A bachelor’s degree will be accepted in lieu of relevant work experience 

• Work Experience:  

• A minimum of 5 years of professional work experience at national or international levels conducting 

qualitative research related to technology or children’s issues, including developing research 

methodologies; managing, conducting or supporting child consultations; conducting data analysis; 

and writing reports. Experience doing qualitative research with children is an asset. 

• Proven experience of writing policy or industry recommendations is an asset. 

• Experience working on topics related to children’s Digital Engagement and Protection, such as AI, is 

an asset. 

• Language requirement:  

• Fluency in English is required 

• Fluency in Chinese considered an asset. 

• Skills: 

• Excellent written and oral communication skills and excellent attention to detail. 

• Motivated self-starter, with demonstrated ability to work effectively and sensitively in 
geographically dispersed teams and across cultures. 

• Demonstrated ability to work in a multicultural environment. 

• Ability to organize own work and to carry out a project with limited supervision according to 
deadlines. 

 

Desirables: 

• Familiarity with conducting research in the Chinese context considered an asset. 

• Experience working in the UN or other international development organizations is an asset. 

 

 

 

 


