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1. What Is Artificial intelligence? 
Artificial intelligence is changing the information landscape and will change the daily lives of library staff. 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is a broad term which refers to a system which is able to work (semi-)intelligently 

to complete a task usually requiring human intelligence. AI development is exponential: from now onwards, 

AI systems will only ever be getting cheaper, better and easier to employ. As its scope is so large, it has 

enormous potential to impact all areas of the NLS.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1- Graph showing five branches of the AI system family which have relevance to the Library.  

1.1 Artificial Intelligence and machine learning  
Machine learning is often a term which is used alongside or interchangeably with AI. ML is a feature of 

some AI systems which allows software applications to become more accurate at predicting or producing 

outcomes without being explicitly programmed to do so; machine learning systems work (semi-) 

autonomously. 

1.2 ‘Strong’ versus ‘weak’  
The autonomy of any AI system can be described as its ‘strength’. Strong AI implies a general intelligence, a 

system which mimics human reasoning. ‘Weak’ AI systems, on the other hand, can do one task very well, 

often better than a human, but would be unable to complete tasks outwith this narrow capacity. For 

example, a weak AI system designed to play chess would be unable to play other games and vice versa. 

Since strong AI is well beyond the capabilities of current AI technologies, this report shall focus on weak AI 

systems.  
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1.3 Supervised vs unsupervised  
AI systems also vary in the degree to which they can be considered supervised: that is, how much human 

intervention is used or required. Fully supervised AI systems require significant human oversight, including 

training using labelled input and output data before allowing the AI system to classify new datasets. For 

example, if you were to give a supervised AI system thousands of photos, some labelled ‘dog’ and some 

labeled ‘no dog’, using these photos the system should be able to identify if unlabeled photos contained 

dogs. Training such a system takes time and experimentation. 

Unsupervised AI systems require no human input, as they train themselves with raw and unlabeled data. 

Unsupervised AI systems are often used to identify patterns and trends in raw datasets. For example, if an 

unsupervised AI was given a dataset of thousands of historic newspapers, it could identify articles in which 

cancer was mentioned and look for trends in what years it was mentioned most frequently. Unsupervised 

AI is often a model deployed in the early exploratory phase of research to better understand a dataset. 

The choice of using systems that are supervised or unsupervised is important for libraries as it can involve 

levels of risk – and depends on the collections or data in question and the audience the output is intended 

for. 

2. The bigger picture                     

2.1 Recent recommendations for libraries 
There has been a lot published recently on libraries and AI. Two key, recent texts are Thomas Padilla’s 

internationally-focused Responsible Operations and CILIP’s UK-focused The impact of AI, machine learning, 

automation and robotics on the information professions, are in consensus concerning their 

recommendations for libraries. Their key findings are that it is a responsibility of libraries to keep up-to-

date with AI (partly as it is inescapable) and that any AI implementation discussions should place ethics at 

the centre. 

Both reports are clear that employing AI systems is a considerable undertaking. As Padilla notes, ‘the 

challenge of doing this work responsibly requires fostering organizational capacities for critical 

engagement, managing bias, and mitigating potential harm’. Padilla argues that AI biases cannot be 

eliminated, only managed through bias management activities such as training staff on possible bias and 

‘embed[ing] transparency and explainability’ into AI library policy, as well as fostering ‘distributed data 

science fluency’ amongst staff. 

The CILIP report echoes Padilla’s recommendations but further emphasises that, aside from requiring 

data/AI literacy skills to support their users, staff require competencies to identify ethical issues in 

technologies themselves, creating ‘responsible operations’.  

Both reports also stress the importance of collaboration between GLAM institutions and universities. CILIP 

suggests that libraries look outwards to industry professionals to help create policy and frameworks for AI 

system use and Padilla notes that ‘No single country, association, or organization can meet the challenges 

that lie ahead alone’.  

This report uses these two papers (and the literature in the bibliography) to inform its broad stance, and its 

findings and recommendations largely align, however, this work also concerns itself with issues which are 

specific to the NLS. 

2.2 What are other libraries doing in this area? 
AI is already becoming embedded in the daily processes of many libraries. Below are some examples of 

high-profile AI library projects:   

https://www.oclc.org/research/publications/2019/oclcresearch-responsible-operations-data-science-machine-learning-ai.html#:~:text=Responsible%20Operations%20is%20intended%20to,from%20universities%2C%20libraries%2C%20museums%2C
https://www.cilip.org.uk/page/researchreport
https://www.cilip.org.uk/page/researchreport
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2.2.1 Making archives more navigable  
Newspaper Navigator, a project commissioned by the Library of Congress, allows users to train their own AI 
to search an archive of digitized newspapers using image recognition technology. This not only makes the 
archive more navigable but also has the possibility of encouraging AI literacy in its users.   
 

2.2.2 Accessing collections as data/visualizing collections in new ways 
Robots Reading Vogue, a project by the Digital Humanities Lab at Yale University Library and academics, is a 
venture in which 400,000 pages of Vogue magazine were digitised and made machine-readable. The 
project dates back to 2017, but is still recognised as one of the landmark library/AI projects. Text mining 
and topic modelling of this archive permitted researchers to visualise frequencies of topics appearing in the 
catalogue. The program allows users to navigate from long distance reading, graphical representations of 
data patterns over the years, to close reading, zooming in to the articles themselves.  
 

2.2.3 Increasing accessibility 
The Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) library, a library with a catalogue of over 22,000 braille 
books, are currently partnered with Orbit Research, a smart braille reader company, with an aim to make 
braille tech more accessible to those who need it: giving away twenty Orbit Reader 20s to library users, 
working with VICTA to offer a grant scheme and trialling a braille reader lending scheme. These 
technologies have the potential to revolutionise the way blind people interact with digitised library 
archives.  
 

2.2.4 Uncovering archival gems 
Living with Machines is a five-year project between The British Library and The Alan Turing Institute which 
was awarded £9.2 million from the UKRI's Strategic Priorities Fund. It is an ongoing project using AI, data 
science and library collections to place the lives of ordinary people in the nineteenth century centre-stage. 
It promises to produce AI tools and software to analyse digitised collections at scale for the first time.  
 

2.2.5 Exhibiting new works 
The British Library’s exhibition, ‘Imaginary Cities’, was the Library’s first exhibition presenting AI-
manipulated collections to the public. It included both artworks, original collection items and some of the 
lines of code used to create it. 

 

2.2.6 AI roadmaps and frameworks 
The BnF have published their AI roadmap outlining their next five steps around AI development and 

adoption; Library of Congress is developing internal policy and frameworks for use of AI systems, including 

as a set of recommendations; a risks and benefits analysis matrix; and a data processing plan. The data 

processing plan is a document in which they ask vendors questions such as: where did the information in 

the dataset originate; what potential risks or harms could result from processing this dataset in the 

experiment; how has the data been compiled, when, and by whom? LoC is also working to create a shared 

statement of values all of which will place AI ethics as their central concern. 

2.2.7 AI4LAM 
The AI4LAM international community facilitates discussion and knowledge sharing around uses of AI in 

libraries: they have compiled a list of known current AI projects in libraries. 

3. NLS and AI 
The data in this section was gathered through informal interviews with 50 staff members. Staff from all 
areas of the library have been consulted on this project. Most staff agreed to be recorded; statistical 
analysis comes from transcriptions of these conversations.  

  

https://news-navigator.labs.loc.gov/search
http://dh.library.yale.edu/projects/vogue/
https://www.rnib.org.uk/living-with-sight-loss/assistive-aids-and-technology/everyday-tech/reading-and-writing/introducing-the-orbit-reader-20/
https://livingwithmachines.ac.uk/
https://www.bl.uk/events/imaginary-cities
https://www.bnf.fr/en/feuille-de-route-ia
https://sites.google.com/view/ai4lam/ai-registry/activitiesprojects?authuser=0
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3.1 Staff understanding of AI 
A total of 50 staff from across the organisation (Digital; Collections Management; Collections and Research; 

External Relations; Access; Human Resources) were interviewed. When staff were asked to define an AI 78-

% staff members expressed that they were unable to differentiate between software and software 

containing AI. The majority of staff, 84%, also reported they were unaware of any AI projects in their field 

being carried out by other GLAM institutions.  

3.2 Staff feeling towards AI 
Figure 2 is a word cloud expressing the frequency of emotive terms used in interviews: the larger the word 
the more frequently its mention. 

 
Figure 2- Mentimeter wordcloud of staff feelings towards AI. 

  
Emotive words featuring most frequently in interviews were: excited (mentioned in 74% of interviews), 
optimistic (62%) and sceptical (52%). Generally, most staff viewed AI favourably and recognised its 
potential for the NLS, however, staff had multiple concerns regarding the technology, which this paper will 
discuss.  
 

3.3 What are we currently doing in this area? 
Interviews with staff uncovered a range of activity relating to AI already underway or completed by the 

Library. 

3.3.1 Map collaborations 
The Maps Department has a variety of ongoing collaborations with institutions and masters/PhD students, 

and with other teams in the Library. These AI projects are exploring the potential of using: image 

recognition software to identify map features (trees, buildings, railways, roads); ML technologies to crop 

maps for use in georeferencing; natural language processing to help users search for specific street names 

within the collection; Handwritten Text Recognition (HTR) software to create metadata (with the Digital 

Scholarship Team). 

The map collections are also used by AI projects outwith the NLS: Living with Machines sub-project 
Machines Reading Maps; National Trust orchard decline project; the AHRC Norfolk council tree cover 
project; and potentially the SNP’s Ancient Woodlands Inventory project.  

 

3.3.2 Artists in residence 
Artist in residence, 2021 
Marion Carré’s work, ‘Is it true?’, was made up of three different parts, and used AI software. One section 
used AI to generate ‘fake news’ using the Data Foundry’s Broadsides dataset. These stories were then 
exhibited with real news stories from the dataset, enabling audiences to test their ability to differentiate 

https://www.turing.ac.uk/research/research-projects/machines-reading-maps
https://data.nls.uk/projects/artist-in-residence-marion-carre/
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between the two. The project drew comparisons between the ‘truth’ of AI and the ‘truth’ of the archive, 
encouraging users to engage critically with the work. The project involved partnership between NLS, 
Goethe Institut Glasgow, Alliance Française Glasgow, the Institut Français d’Ecosse and NEON Arts Festival, 
and exhibitions in both Glasgow and Paris. 

 
Artist in residence, 2020 
Martin Disley’s work experimented with Generative Adversarial Networks (GANs), training them to look for 
patterns in collections of digitised images in order to create new works of art which retain traits of the 
initial collection. His main piece of work used thousands of the Library’s digitised maps to produce maps of 
a Scotland that never existed, complete with compasses pointing to a false north: this work was designed 
to question the ‘truth’ of the map alongside the ‘truth’ of AI technology. The project was funded by the 
AHRC Creative Informatics project and was shortlisted for the John Byrne Award.  
 

3.3.3 Research Fellow in Digital Scholarship 
Two fellowship projects involved AI/ML technologies.  
 
Fellow 2021-22 
Dr Rosa Filgueira (St Andrews University) has created an AI-based text-mining toolkit, frances. This toolkit 
will allow library users and researchers to quickly extract complex information from digital collections. 
frances is set to employ topic mining, sentiment analysis, text summarization and visualization graphs.  
 
Fellow 2020-21 
Dr Giles Bergel (Visual Geometry Group in the Department of Engineering Science, University of Oxford) 
developed and used open-source AI machine vision to interrogate the Chapbooks Printed in Scotland 
dataset, enabling features of similar images to be extracted and matched. The project uncovered 
information regarding the chapbooks' origins, as well as the relationships between chapbook producers, 
their distributors, and their audiences. The tool is available for use and still maintained and developed by 
the team at Oxford, and has particular value for GLAM collections. 
 

3.3.4 Digital scholarship staff seminars 

There has been a series of seminars available for staff relating to AI, including talks by: Marion Carré, 
Martin Disley (particularly well-attended; this talk was also given as a public lecture) and Dr Giles Bergel 
(this talk was also given as a public lecture), in which they discussed their NLS projects; The Royal Library of 
the Netherlands (KB), where they described using AI to catalogue materials; Dave Beavan (of The Alan 
Turing Institute) who discussed the AHRC-funded Living With Machines project. 
 
Giles Bergel (Digital Scholarship Research Fellow) also delivered training for staff in the image recognition 
tools his team have developed. 
 

3.3.5 Library firewall 
The NLS firewall has AI/ML components. There is also a potential move to Darktrace, a cloud-based system 
using solely AI to detect attacks, being discussed in working groups.  
 

3.3.6 Student collaborations:  
The library has hosted interns, PhD candidates and Masters students to conduct AI projects.  
 
PhD/Masters students: 
Ash Charlton (PhD student) is using text and data-mining approaches to analyse the newly digitised 
Encyclopaedia Britannica with hopes to uncover how legacies of slavery are embedded into our information 
sources. 
 

https://data.nls.uk/projects/artist-in-residence/
https://data.nls.uk/projects/the-national-librarians-research-fellowship-in-digital-scholarship-2021-22/
https://data.nls.uk/projects/the-national-librarians-research-fellowship-in-digital-scholarship/
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Bo Han (PhD student) is researching the application of Artificial Neural Network modelling to determine 
acceptable fluctuations in NLS environmental parameters for collections in storage; focussing on energy 
saving while ensuring collection protection.  
 
Joe Nockels (PhD student) is working with staff across the library to facilitate the use of the handwriting 
text recognition software, Transkribus. Transkribus has the potential to transcribe documents more 
accurately and faster than current OCR. Joe is running sessions to upskill staff on using this technology 
along with providing on the ground support.  
 
Iona Fraser-Collins (Masters placement) produced a report on the practicalities of capturing and archiving 
AI/ML created content, Bot-created Content and what it means for the library.  
 
There have also been a variety of masters students collaborating with the Maps department on AI projects. 
 

3.3.7 Investigating accessibility ‘smart tech’ 
This is a working group reviewing the accessibility aids the library holds. This group is discussing investing in 
AI/ML smart tech such as: refreshable braille displays, text to speech/speech to text software, and 
translation technologies (such as Amazon Alexa).  
 

3.3.8 Archiving AI 
The Bitesize Project working group discusses emerging formats and the challenges of capturing them. This 
project is making inroads in archiving AI created poetry and novels, such as the first novel ever written by 
an AI algorithm, 1 the Road.  
 

3.3.9 ABACUS, people counting and occupancy management system 
ABACUS is an AI system which monitors: visitor footfall, dwell time, queue, occupancy, customer flow and 
tracking metrics using the libraries CCTV. This data is used by a variety of departments: security, 
exhibitions, social media team.  
 

3.3.10 Transcription AI 
Public Programmes and the Social Media teams have experimented with AI transcription services, Otter.ai 
and Happy Scribe, to transcribe both live events being broadcast online and videos being posted to social 
media channels.  
 

3.3.11 AEOLIAN project 
The Library is a project partner in the AEOLIAN network (Artificial Intelligence for Cultural Organisations), 
and will contribute to their symposium exploring GLAM/AI and ethics in spring 2023.  
 

3.4 Opportunities 
The following opportunities were identified by staff in interviews, with some additional examples of areas 

that other libraries are exploring included. 

3.4.1 Enabling discovery, access and research 

3.4.1.1 Bringing collections together 

Adding AI capabilities to Library Search could make searching across collections easier and more accurate, 
bringing together the Library’s variety of collections – printed, manuscript and archive, moving image, 
digital collections and listings of physical artifacts – in a more considered way. This could be done through 

https://www.aeolian-network.net/
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AI software: identifying artifacts which require further metadata to make them discoverable, tagging 
artifacts autonomously, visualizing results differently and altering results order.1  
 

3.4.1.2 Different ways of visualising the catalogue 

AI could assist in making collections more visual and navigable, with image recognition tools used to search. 
In terms of interface, Library Search could be made more visual by developing richer search results. Rich 
results, like those generated by Google, can include carousels, images, or other non-textual elements which 
are often driven by AI. AI-driven knowledge engines and knowledge graphs would allow for a visual 
representation of the relationships between different pieces of information.  

 

3.4.1.3 Auto-summarisation tools 

AI auto-summarisation tools – systems which pick out the key themes and ideas in documents, creating a 
synopsis – help users to make quick judgments on which texts to explore closely and which are not relevant 
to their research. These tools already exist, some being free to use open-source software, and users could 
come to expect this functionality as part of library search engines in future.  
 

3.4.1.4 Accessibility and diversity 

AI could help in the Library’s aims to reach a more diverse audience. AI tools such as smart braille readers, 
text-to-speech, speech-to-text and text-to-braille software and closed captioning tools could help to make 
the library more accessible.  
 
Language translation technologies could open up the library and catalogue to new users. AI language 
translation technologies, such as adapted Amazon Alexas, could also help staff communicate with visitors in 
other languages on premises. Similarly, having a language translation AI embedded into Library Search or as 
a software installed in library computers could further aid access to collections. Focussing on the Gaelic 
language, The Gaelic Algorithmic Research Group (GARG) have developed a variety of Gaelic accessibility 
tools such as a Gaelic Transkribus model for converting Gaelic manuscripts to text and an automatic speech 
recogniser (ASR) which turns Gaelic speech recordings into text. 

 
3.4.1.5 Distance reading tools 
Distance reading is performed at scale, using large collections of texts, and can involve using AI to identify 
‘hidden’ patterns or trends in collected works that the human eye could never see, and the human brain 
would never have time to read/research. Often these findings are expressed graphically and allow 
researchers to manoeuvre from distance reading to close reading, thereby aiding discovery. 

 

3.4.2 Social benefit 

3.4.2.1 Using data imaginatively and encouraging critical thinking 

Using AI as a tool not just to interrogate a collection but to express it in meaningful and imaginative ways 
came up in a variety of staff interviews. Projects such as the NLS Artist in Residence program or the British 
Library’s ‘Imaginary Cities’ exhibition enable and encourage visitors to rethink issues around collections, 
technology, ethics, trust, and the relationship between them, as well as their own role in this. 

 

3.4.2.2 AI and data literacy 

As well as AI encouraging critical thinking about technology and its role in the world through use of the 
collections (and collections, and their place in the Library/world, through technology), there is a role for 
libraries in facilitating AI and data literacy more broadly. This could be done through stimulating debate 
about the role of AI in our lives, through its varying uses with the collections. 

 

 
1 The current Library Search tool, Ex Libris, was created for research libraries. AI has the possibility to tailor search  
results to better suit NLS users- altering search order based on user activity.  

https://www.ltg.ed.ac.uk/projects/gaelic-language-technology/
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3.4.3 Enhancing user services 

3.4.3.1 Chatbots 

Currently all questions posed on the website’s online enquiry form or chat function are answered manually, 

taking up a lot of staff time. Chatbots are very common and could be deployed relatively easily to answer 

directional questions or simple FAQs.  

 

3.4.3.2 Personalised experiences 

Some staff mentioned offering members more personalised experiences. Creating profiles of library 
members – consolidating their library search history, borrowing record, crowdsourcing efforts, interactions 
with NLS social media, and recording the NLS talks and events they have attended – is possible using AI, but 
not without challenges, in terms of legalities, data availability and ethics.  

 

3.4.3.3 Content flagging  

The NLS’ catalogue is historic and vast, with works containing outmoded or offensive language, outdated 
facts and misinformation. AI could help to flag this content or organise it more meaningfully or 
appropriately in Library Search. There is also future possibility to offer trigger warnings for potentially risky 
content using AI software. 

 

3.4.4 Creating efficiencies 

3.4.4.1 Managing the web archive 

NLS uses the automated web crawling software, Heritrix, to web harvest. Heritrix collects all UK web 
content but does so indiscriminately. There is scope for applying AI tools to identify publications that the 
library could manage in a more considered way, such as Scottish publications and content.   
 

3.4.4.2 Automating subject indexing 

Manually indexing documents is a labour-intensive process that has the possibility to be automated using 
AI technology. AI tools such as ANIF can be trained to index and classify publications. ANIF is trained and 
tested with examples of indexed documents, which could be obtained from the NLS’ existing collections.  
 

3.4.4.3 Retroconversion 

One task which is yet to be started within the Archives and Manuscripts team is the retroconversion of over 
350,000 index cards. As a manual data entry exercise this is a massive undertaking; however, the 
department has expressed interest in exploring how AI might assist this. 

 

3.4.4.4 Video Transcription 

Video transcription and close captioning for the Moving Image Archive is currently done manually. There 
are a variety of established AI transcription tools, as well as some research projects (eg into accents/Gaelic 
etc), which could perform this task with minimal oversight, after a period of experimentation and testing, 
freeing up staff to work on other projects. 
 
3.4.4.5 Metadata work 
Metadata work in the library is done manually. There is opportunity to explore the use of AI to automate 
elements of this work, to free up staff time for more complex tasks. The Library is currently experimenting 
with use of Transkribus as a tool to extract some metadata from digitised maps, for example; the KB 
(Netherlands), and others, have started explorations into automated cataloguing. 
 

3.4.4.6 Copyright detection 

There are a variety of AI copyright tools which can give scores denoting the risks associated with materials. 
These tools have potential to free up considerable staff time. However, it is worth noting that right tools 
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intended specifically for library collections are not particularly mature and currently require a considerable 
amount of human oversight. 
 

3.4.4.8 OCR/HTR 

Some OCR tools are now using AI, which can lead to greater accuracy in results (the Library’s current OCR 
tools do not provide strong accuracy as they are not designed for cultural heritage collections) – enabling 
wider use and discovery. HTR tools, and Transkribus in particular, also has strong accuracy for both print 
and handwritten text, offering opportunities to ‘unlock’ collection as data that we have ben previously 
unable to. 

 

3.5 Challenges 

3.5.1 Ethics 
Ethics is not only a core focus of many reports published relating to AI and libraries, but emerged as a key 

concern for Library staff. 

3.5.1.1 Misuse and mishandling of data 

Tech companies misusing and mishandling data was a significant worry for staff and was mentioned in 38 of 
the 50 interviews. The most frequently mentioned company was Amazon, with numerous staff pointing to 
the company’s $887 million fine in 2021 for violating GDPR. The NLS currently uses Amazon Web Services 
(AWS), which has attached AI and ML software packages that the library has not yet utilised.  
 
3.5.1.2 AI bias 
With their relative autonomy and seeming objectivity of ‘judgement’, AI and ML systems might appear, at 
first, an attractive solution to overcoming prejudices (unconscious or otherwise) of human data processors. 
However, since it is often human engineers who program and (to some extent) train them, AI and ML 
systems can end up reproducing (and intensifying) systemic bias into their thinking. This could be a problem 
if AI systems were applied to collections as they may bring to light and replicate embedded historic racism, 
sexism, Islamophobia, etc in the catalogue, or reflect current biases held by those training systems today.  
 

3.5.1.3 Environmental impact 

Training an AI has a significant environmental impact because of its energy demands. Training a single AI 
model can emit as much carbon as five cars produce in their lifetimes.2 In any use of AI internally, the 
Library would need to review how introducing AI can align with its Sustainability Policy. Collaborations with 
others may lead to greater efficiencies. 
 

3.5.1.4 The bubble effect 

AI could lead to ‘smarter’ or more personalised information searches. However, such systems can 
exacerbate the (re)search bubble effect, echoing users’ opinions/existing data rather than expanding and 
challenging their knowledge base. What is the role and responsibility of libraries around this? 
 

3.5.1.5 Using ethically created tools 

Some AI tools are created through exploitation, both of people’s data3 and of cheap labour from the Global 

South.4 

 
2 https://arxiv.org/abs/1906.02243  
3 For example, many AI art generators, such as Lensa, crawls the internet to create its dataset. This art is taken 
regardless of copywrite and the AI team do not contact artists to ask for permission to use their work. 
4 For example, self-driven car algorithms need millions of high-quality images labelled by annotators. It is currently 
common practice for these companies to acquire this labor from the Global South; paying as little as possible while 
imposing strict targets for employees. 

https://arxiv.org/abs/1906.02243
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3.5.2 Effect on community 
Some library tasks which currently rely on crowdsourcing – such as the Map department’s georeferencing 
project – could in future be performed more efficiently by AI/ML systems. Some staff are concerned with 
how this could impact the wider library crowdsourcing community; perhaps eliminating or changing this 
connection to the collection volunteers currently have. Can AI be used in complementary ways for 
crowdsourcing projects: with crowdsourcing creating ‘ground truth’ data for AI projects to make use of? 
  

3.5.3 Cyber security 
The more data an institution holds on users, the more likely it is to be the subject of a cyber-attack. If the 
Library became committed to a more ‘personalised’, AI-driven service, this could involve holding more data 
on users, such as frequency of visits, texts consulted, search history, library/exhibit movement information, 
etc, which could result in more frequent cyber-attacks.  
 

3.5.4 Managing expectations 
The introduction of AI tools will not transform the NLS overnight; it will take time to train staff and 
experiment with the AI/ML systems themselves. Numerous staff expressed concern that the introduction of 
AI tools would cause different expectations on departments from management.  
 

3.5.5 Resourcing/skills/cost 
Currently there is no staff member responsible for facilitating and overseeing AI projects in the library, or 
with technical expertise to run an AI project. Staff are unsure who to contact regarding starting an AI 
project of their own or initiating an AI collaboration with a university/institution; who would help them if 
they needed assistance troubleshooting a project; who is responsible for training staff on new AI tools; and 
if the library has a current policy regarding AI.  
 
AI is also an investment of staff time: many of the tools which may benefit departments could not be used 
immediately and would require significant periods of experimentation, testing and training. This would take 
staff away from other activities.  
 
Many AI systems are expensive and staff were concerned where the money for these tools would come 
from.  

4. Recommendations   

4.1 Place ethics at the heart  
Artificial Intelligence is changing the information landscape and will quickly come to change the daily lives 

of library staff. However, with responsibilities to wide audiences, and as a publicly-funded organisation, it is 

an area that needs to be done well: once lost, public trust is difficult to regain, and responsible AI is just as 

much about people as it is about robust technology. An effective AI strategy or approach should prioritise 

quality tools which are ethically vetted, rather than the speed at which or cost with which they can be 

integrated into the Library.  

4.2 Optimise existing AI work in the Library 

There is exciting work in this area already underway and opportunities to make use of or highlight this 

work, from map collaborations around AI, to artists using collections material, to new tools being 

developed. There are opportunities to display, use or build upon these and to further the collaborations 

and relationships started by them. Many of these could be high-profile, and would reach new audiences 

and other strategic objectives for the Library. 

4.3 Support staff 
Staff are largely unaware of AI projects ongoing across the library, literature relating to libraries and AI, and 

AI projects in their field of expertise outwith the Library. Many are unsure how to integrate AI technology 
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into their departments, and even into their daily lives. This leaves challenges both in starting new projects, 

but also in tasks such as how to deal with vendors selling tools which use AI (which, increasingly, library 

systems do). Staff feel that they would benefit from AI literacy, and perhaps relevant AI tool, training. 

4.4 Foster partnerships and collaborations 

Many of the AI projects the Library has been a part of to date are the result of collaborative ventures. 
Fostering relationships between the library and institutions – both academic and business – has the 
potential to benefit many areas of the NLS, particularly while technical resource and expertise in this area 
are slim in-house. Information professionals, equally, have a lot to bring to the table in discussions around 
AI, as experts in data and information management and the ethical issues surrounding these. 
 

4.5 Day-to-day use versus innovation 
It may be wise to differentiate between more day-to-day uses of AI (eg chatbots), which can be more easily 

implemented into business-as-usual activity if resource allows, or lower-profile but essential uses such as 

for cataloguing, and more cutting-edge uses of AI, which need research/expertise/collaboration. Both have 

challenges around ethics, resourcing, data availability etc. However, it is important to find a balance 

between the two: more well-known areas which users are more comfortable with, and more innovative 

uses of collections which need additional time, resource, thought and preparation, to ensure that the 

Library remains up-to-date and provides the most exciting user experience. 

4.6 Enabling users: transparency and collections data 
Library users need to understand how technology is being used by the Library with the collections or with 

services: transparency is crucial. Furthermore, users will increasingly want to use AI technology with 

collections themselves as the technology becomes more accessible and commonplace, and as users are 

increasingly open to digital approaches to collections research, access and use: the Library needs to ensure 

that it continues to make collections available in suitable data formats, and to produce ground truth data, 

for this kind of use both for staff projects and for its users. 

 

 

 

 

 


	Environmental scan: Artificial Intelligence, cultural heritage and the National Library of Scotland
	1. What Is Artificial intelligence?
	1.1 Artificial Intelligence and machine learning
	1.2 ‘Strong’ versus ‘weak’
	1.3 Supervised vs unsupervised

	2. The bigger picture
	2.1 Recent recommendations for libraries
	2.2 What are other libraries doing in this area?
	2.2.1 Making archives more navigable
	2.2.2 Accessing collections as data/visualizing collections in new ways
	2.2.3 Increasing accessibility
	2.2.4 Uncovering archival gems
	2.2.5 Exhibiting new works
	2.2.6 AI roadmaps and frameworks
	2.2.7 AI4LAM


	3. NLS and AI
	3.1 Staff understanding of AI
	3.2 Staff feeling towards AI
	3.3 What are we currently doing in this area?
	3.3.1 Map collaborations
	3.3.2 Artists in residence
	3.3.3 Research Fellow in Digital Scholarship
	3.3.4 Digital scholarship staff seminars
	3.3.5 Library firewall
	3.3.6 Student collaborations:
	3.3.7 Investigating accessibility ‘smart tech’
	3.3.8 Archiving AI
	3.3.9 ABACUS, people counting and occupancy management system
	3.3.10 Transcription AI
	3.3.11 AEOLIAN project

	3.4 Opportunities
	3.4.1 Enabling discovery, access and research
	3.4.1.1 Bringing collections together
	3.4.1.2 Different ways of visualising the catalogue
	3.4.1.3 Auto-summarisation tools
	3.4.1.4 Accessibility and diversity

	3.4.2 Social benefit
	3.4.2.1 Using data imaginatively and encouraging critical thinking
	3.4.2.2 AI and data literacy

	3.4.3 Enhancing user services
	3.4.3.1 Chatbots

	Currently all questions posed on the website’s online enquiry form or chat function are answered manually, taking up a lot of staff time. Chatbots are very common and could be deployed relatively easily to answer directional questions or simple FAQs.
	3.4.3.2 Personalised experiences
	3.4.3.3 Content flagging

	3.4.4 Creating efficiencies
	3.4.4.1 Managing the web archive
	3.4.4.2 Automating subject indexing
	3.4.4.3 Retroconversion
	3.4.4.4 Video Transcription
	3.4.4.6 Copyright detection
	3.4.4.8 OCR/HTR


	3.5 Challenges
	3.5.1 Ethics
	3.5.1.1 Misuse and mishandling of data
	3.5.1.3 Environmental impact
	3.5.1.4 The bubble effect
	3.5.1.5 Using ethically created tools

	3.5.2 Effect on community
	3.5.3 Cyber security
	3.5.4 Managing expectations
	3.5.5 Resourcing/skills/cost


	4. Recommendations
	4.1 Place ethics at the heart
	4.3 Support staff
	4.5 Day-to-day use versus innovation
	4.6 Enabling users: transparency and collections data


