WhatsApp introduces optional AI chatbot that cannot be disabled, raising privacy concerns
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WhatsApp has introduced a new artificial intelligence feature integrated within its messaging application, which it describes as “entirely optional.” However, the company acknowledges that while users can choose whether to interact with it, the AI tool itself cannot be disabled or removed from the app. This development has sparked discussion and concern among some users.
The AI feature is marked by a prominent blue circle with pink and green splashes located in the bottom right corner of users’ Chats screens. Engaging with this icon launches a chatbot designed to respond to user queries. Meta, WhatsApp’s parent company, has noted that the rollout is currently limited to certain countries, so many users might not yet see the feature. Alongside the chatbot icon, there is a search bar encouraging users to “Ask Meta AI or Search.” Similar AI tools are also available on Meta’s platforms Facebook Messenger and Instagram.
Powered by Meta’s large language model, Llama 4, the AI is capable of answering questions, offering educational responses, and helping users generate new ideas. During a test interaction, the chatbot provided a detailed weather forecast for Glasgow, including temperature, precipitation chances, wind, and humidity. However, it provided one incorrect link relating to a location in London rather than Glasgow, highlighting some limitations in its responses.
The introduction of this 'always-on' AI function follows previous experiences with Microsoft’s Recall feature, which initially lacked the option to be turned off but was later modified in response to user feedback. WhatsApp told the BBC, “We think giving people these options is a good thing and we’re always listening to feedback from our users.”
Despite this, feedback from users in Europe has been largely negative, with many expressing frustration on social media platforms such as X (formerly Twitter), Bluesky, and Reddit, particularly about the inability to disable the AI. Guardian columnist Polly Hudson voiced her dissatisfaction openly, joining others in questioning the utility and intrusiveness of the feature.
Some experts have raised serious concerns about privacy and data use. Dr Kris Shrishak, an adviser on AI and privacy, criticised Meta for “exploiting its existing market” and described the compulsory nature of the AI tool as problematic. In his comments to the BBC, he stated, “No one should be forced to use AI. Its AI models are a privacy violation by design - Meta, through web scraping, has used personal data of people and pirated books in training them. Now that the legality of their approach has been challenged in courts, Meta is looking for other sources to collect data from people, and this feature could be one such source.”
Supporting this, an investigation by The Atlantic suggested that Meta may have incorporated millions of pirated books and research papers retrieved from Library Genesis (LibGen) in training its Llama AI model. Meta is currently defending a court case brought by authors over the use of their copyrighted material, though the company has declined to comment directly on The Atlantic’s investigation.
Regarding data protection, WhatsApp clarifies that the AI “can only read messages people share with it” and emphasises that personal chats remain end-to-end encrypted and inaccessible to Meta. The Information Commissioner’s Office in the UK has indicated it will continue to monitor how Meta AI uses personal data on WhatsApp. The ICO said, “Personal information fuels much of AI innovation so people need to trust that organisations are using their information responsibly.” It also highlighted the importance of organisations complying with data protection requirements, especially concerning children’s data.
Dr Shrishak further advised caution, reminding users that while normal chats remain protected by end-to-end encryption, interactions with the AI mean that Meta has access to the data shared with it: “Every time you use this feature and communicate with Meta AI, you need to remember that one of the ends is Meta, not your friend.” WhatsApp reiterates this point by urging users not to share information they do not wish to be used or retained by the AI.
This announcement arrives in the same week that Meta revealed it is testing artificial intelligence technology on Instagram in the United States, designed to detect accounts where teenagers have potentially misrepresented their age. This effort is part of broader efforts by Meta to modify its platforms in response to evolving regulatory and social expectations.
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