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Abstract

Artificial intelligence (Al) is reshaping bigher education and information services, creating opportunities and
challenges for academic libraries, particularly in bealth sciences. Because evidence-based bealthcare depends on
trustworthy information, librarians need Al competencies that include ethical awareness and critical evaluation.
This empirical study investigates Portuguese academic bealth librarians’ perceptions of Al integration into
professional practice. A survey based on the Association of College and Research Libraries’ AI Competencies for
Academic Library Workers framework (2025) explored ethics, knowledge, evaluation, and Al applications.
Responses from librarians revealed limited institutional implementation, insufficient training opportunities, and
the absence of formal evaluation frameworks. Nevertheless, participants recognized Al’s potential while
emphasizing professional judgement, ethical responsibility, and evidence-informed bealth information practices.
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Introduction

Artificial intelligence (Al) has rapidly become a signif-
icant influence on higher education, transforming into
how information is created, accessed, evaluated, and
communicated. The emergence of generative Al tools
has accelerated these changes, affecting teaching,
learning, research, and scholarly communication. Aca-
demic libraries are increasingly confronted with the
need to adapt services, support users in navigating Al-
generated information, and develop professional com-
petencies that enable critical engagement with these
technologies. The growing interest in Al within Library
and Information Science is reflected in a rapidly ex-
panding body of research. Hasan, Saifullah and
Hashmi (1) identify several potential benefits associ-
ated with Al applications in libraries, including im-
proved information retrieval, automation of repetitive
tasks, and enhanced user services. At the same time,
concerns remain regarding transparency, bias, privacy,
reliability, and accountability. A structured review by
Raghavendra, Mallya and Payini (2) demonstrates the

growing prominence of generative Al within profes-
sional literature, while Ayinde, Ebiefung and Oladokun
(3) conclude that academic libraries worldwide are ex-
ploring Al adoption despite persistent challenges re-
lated to governance, professional training, and
institutional readiness.

Within higher education, librarians are increasingly ex-
pected to support students and faculty in understand-
ing the possibilities and limitations of Al tools.
Recognizing these developments, the Association of
College and Research Libraries (ACRL) published the
AI Competencies for Academic Library Workers framework
in 2025 (4), proposing four interconnected domains of
competence: ethical considerations, knowledge and un-
derstanding, analysis and evaluation, and use and ap-
plication of Al. These developments hold particular
significance for health sciences libraries. Health librar-
ians work in environments where information quality,
evidence appraisal, and methodological rigor are cen-
tral professional concerns. Their responsibilities fre-
quently include supporting evidence-based practices,
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conducting advanced literature searches, delivering in-
formation literacy training, and assisting research ac-
tivities. The integration of Al into health information
environments therefore raises important questions re-
garding professional preparedness and institutional
readiness. While international studies have explored li-
brarians’ perceptions of Al, evidence from Portuguese
academic health libraries remains insufficient. This
study tries to address this gap by examining how librar-
ians working in health sciences higher education insti-
tutions perceive Al-related competencies and their
integration into library services.

Health librarianship and artificial
intelligence competencies

Health librarianship has long been characterized by a
strong emphasis on professional competencies, reflect-
ing the complexity of healthcare information environ-
ments and the importance of evidence-informed
decision-making. Unlike many other academic settings,
health sciences libraries support users whose informa-
tion needs are directly linked to research quality, pro-
fessional education, and clinical methods (5).

The development of evidence-based healthcare rein-
forced the role of librarians as information specialists
capable of locating, evaluating, and synthesizing reli-
able information. According to Robinson et al. (6),
health librarians require a combination of disciplinary
expertise, pedagogical competencies, and technological
skills. These abilities enable them to support diverse
user communities, ranging from students and aca-
demics to healthcare professionals.

Health information specialists perform a broad range
of professional activities, including research support,
information retrieval, knowledge synthesis, scholarly
communication, instruction, and data-related services.
Recent studies indicate that many of these functions
are being transformed by artificial intelligence, partic-
ularly those associated with evidence retrieval, system-
atic reviews, and research workflows. Rather than
replacing professional expertise, Al is shifting the role
of health information specialists towards the critical
evaluation, validation, and responsible integration of
Al-assisted outputs into research and clinical informa-
tion services (7, 8).

Current debates surrounding Al in libraries therefore

extend beyond questions of technological implemen-
tation. Hasan et al. (1) argue that effective adoption
depends upon balancing operational benefits with eth-
ical safeguards and professional oversight. Similarly,
Ayinde et al. (3) identify training, governance, and in-
stitutional strategy as key determinants of successful
implementation. The growing prominence of genera-
tive Al within professional literature, documented by
Raghavendra et al. (2), further highlights the need for
librarians to develop skills that facilitate critical engage-
ment with emerging technologies.

From this perspective, Al literacy should not be viewed
as an entirely new professional domain. Instead, it can
be understood as an extension of competencies already
associated with health librarianship, particularly those
related to critical evaluation, evidence appraisal, ethical
decision-making, and user education. The ability to as-
sess the reliability, provenance, limitations, and poten-
tial biases of Al-generated outputs aligns closely with
the traditional responsibilities of health information
professionals.

Methodology

An exploratory study was conducted among Por-
tuguese academic libraries serving health sciences ed-
ucation and research. Data was collected through a
structured survey developed from the ACRL Al Com-
petencies framework (4).

The instrument included four questions addressing eth-
ical considerations, knowledge and understanding,
analysis and evaluation, and use and application of Al.
A fifth open-ended question invited participants to
share perceptions, concerns, and expectations regard-
ing Al integration within their institutions.

The evaluation was distributed via Google Forms be-
tween March and April 2026. The target population
comprised the eight health sciences libraries identified
in the Higher Education Libraries Directory main-
tained by the Portuguese Association of Librarians,
Archivists and Information Professionals (BAD). Five
valid responses were obtained, corresponding to 62.5%
of the target population.

All respondents were female. One participant was
under forty years of age, one was between forty-one
and fifty years old, and three were over sixty. Given the
small and specialized sample, the study adopts a de-
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scriptive and interpretative approach. Quantitative re-
sponses were analyzed through frequency counts, while
qualitative responses were examined using thematic
analysis.

Findings

Participants were asked to assess the development of
Al implementation across the four ACRL competency
domains using a four-point scale: 1 (not considered at
all); 2 (little considered), 3 (specifically considered)
and 4 (always considered), data are presented in Table
1. Given the small number of participating libraries (n
=5), these findings should be interpreted as descriptive
indicators of current practice rather than as statistically
generalizable results.

Etbical dimension

Ethical issues associated with Al appear to receive little
institutional attention. Three respondents indicated
that they were unaware of any discussions or practices
addressing matters such as privacy, transparency, or al-
gorithmic accountability. One participant reported that
these issues are occasionally considered, while another
indicated they are rarely addressed. The qualitative
comments reinforce this perception, particularly re-
garding the need for foundational Al literacy before
implementation. As one participant observed, "Before
using Al tools, introductory training on artificial intelligence
is necessary and crucial (...) including how Al works, nat-
ural language processing, and the ethics associated with
AI". This comment suggests that ethical considerations

Competency domains

Ethics (In your library, to what extent are the ethical implications of using
artificial intelligence tools considered, particularly regarding user privacy

and algorithm transparency?)

Knowledge (What is the level of knowledge that the professionals in your library
have about the main concepts and types of artificial intelligence applicable

to the academic context?)

Evaluation (What criteria are used in your library to evaluate Al tools

applied to information retrieval, content curation, or research support?)

Use (How are artificial intelligence tools integrated into your library's

daily practices - e.g., customer service, cataloging, user training?)

Level of Implementation (Absolute frequence of the responses)
Not considered | Little considered |Specifically considered | Always considered
3 1 1 0
1 0 4 0
0 4 1 0
0 3 2 0

Table 1. Level of Al implementation.

Qualitative analysis

Analysis of the open-ended responses revealed two
dominant themes. The first concerns the absence of in-
stitutional discussion. Several participants stated that
Al has not yet become the subject of formal reflection,
strategic planning, or organizational debate within
their libraries.

The second theme relates to the role of academic staff.
Respondents observed that discussions concerning Al
frequently originate from faculty members, particularly
in relation to student assignments and research activi-
ties. In some cases, librarians participate in these con-
versations, although the initiatives appear to be driven
primarily by teaching staff rather than library services.

are perceived as an essential component of Al educa-
tion but have not yet been systematically incorporated
into institutional practice.

Knowledge dimension

Participants generally reported limited familiarity with
Al concepts. Four respondents stated that some pro-
fessionals possess basic knowledge, although no struc-
tured training opportunities are available. One
participant characterized institutional knowledge of Al
as minimal. These responses suggest that professional
learning remains largely informal and dependent upon
individual initiative. This perception is reflected in
comments such as "Although I use AI (very little) and pro-
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mote it widely, I still feel very confused and insufficiently
prepared" and "There should be more training in this area;
we are somewhat drifting, waiting to see what happens".

Evaluation dimension

The evaluation of Al tools emerged as one of the least
developed areas. Four respondents reported that no
specific criteria are used to assess Al applications. Only
one participant indicated that informal criteria are oc-
casionally employed on a case-by-case basis. The ab-
sence of evaluation frameworks is noteworthy given the
importance of source reliability and evidence quality
within health information environments. One partici-
pant also highlighted that Al implementation should
be assessed differently depending on the context, not-
ing that "the questionnaire should distinguish between the
use of Al in user services (...) and in technical/internal ser-
vices (...). They are not at the same level of use". This ob-
servation suggests that future evaluation frameworks
should consider the diversity of library functions when
assessing Al maturity.

Use dimension

Three respondents reported that Al tools are not cur-
rently used in daily library activities. The remaining two
described occasional use without systematic integra-
tion into services such as user support, cataloguing, or
information literacy instruction. These findings indi-
cate that Al adoption remains largely experimental.
One participant described current practice as "more re-
active than preventive", adding that "it is an area that
frightens us somewhat, and it evolves too quickly for us to
keep up". Another respondent pointed out that discus-
sions about Al are already taking place within teaching,
noting that "several lecturers include reflections on Al in
their courses, highlighting both its strengths and weaknesses".
Together, these comments suggest that while Al is in-
creasingly visible within the academic environment, its
integration into library practice remains limited.

Discussion

The findings portray a sector at an early stage of en-
gagement with artificial intelligence. Across all four
competency domains proposed by the ACRL frame-
work, participants reported limited implementation,
scarce professional development opportunities, and the

absence of formal policies or evaluation procedures.
Rather than reflecting resistance to Al, participants'
comments suggest that limited adoption is largely as-
sociated with the absence of structured institutional
support, leaving professional learning dependent on in-
dividual initiative and experimentation. The qualitative
comments reinforce this interpretation, revealing un-
certainty about Al, a perceived lack of preparedness,
and repeated calls for structured professional training
before wider implementation. These findings are con-
sistent with previous research indicating that the adop-
tion of Al in academic libraries is still in an emerging
stage, often characterized by exploratory implementa-
tion rather than systematic use (9).

These results align with broader international trends.
Ayinde et al. (3) found that many academic libraries
are exploring Al applications while struggling to estab-
lish governance structures, competency frameworks,
and institutional strategies. Similar concerns are iden-
tified by Hasan et al. (1), who highlight ethical issues,
professional preparedness, and trustworthiness as re-
curring challenges associated with Al adoption. Partic-
ipants in the present study expressed similar concerns,
emphasizing the need for foundational Al training, eth-
ical awareness, and clearer institutional guidance be-
fore Al can be integrated confidently into professional
practice. In general, these results point to the need for
academic libraries to move towards systematic, crite-
ria-based evaluation performances, ensuring that Al
tools meet standards of reliability, academic integrity,
and user trust (10).

The findings are also consistent with the observations
of Raghavendra et al. (2). Although generative Al has
become a prominent topic within Library and Informa-
tion Science literature, practical implementation re-
mains unfair and frequently experimental. The health
sciences context introduces additional considerations.
Health librarians operate in environments where infor-
mation quality directly influences educational and re-
search outcomes. Consequently, Al adoption cannot
be approached exclusively as a technological innova-
tion. The evaluation of Al-generated information re-
quires abilities closely associated with evidence-based
procedures, including source verification, critical eval-
uation, methodological awareness, and ethical judge-

ment (11). In this respect, the competencies
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traditionally associated with health librarianship re-
main highly relevant. Robinson et al. (6) emphasized
the importance of combining professional expertise
with pedagogical and technological competencies,
while Park (7) highlighted the growing significance of
research support, data management, and clinical infor-
mation services in the research about the theme. Al
does not diminish the importance of these competen-
cies; rather, it reinforces their value in increasingly
complex information environments.

A particularly interesting aspect of the findings con-
cerns the apparent gap between institutional teaching
practices and library initiatives (12). Participants re-
ported that Al-related discussions are typically initiated
by academic staff, reflecting the increasing integration
of generative Al into teaching and assessment. In con-
trast, libraries appear to engage with Al only after these
developments have gained momentum. Hayes (12) ar-
gues that academic librarians must understand how Al
is adopted within different disciplinary contexts to pro-
vide meaningful support for teaching and learning.
From this perspective, the present findings suggest that
health sciences libraries remain at an early stage of this
transition, with limited evidence of strategic engage-
ment in institution-wide Al initiatives. This interpreta-
tion is further supported by participants' own
reflections, with one respondent observing that library
actions are currently "more reactive than preventive",
reflecting a perception that institutional responses have
not kept pace with the rapid evolution of Al

This situation presents both a challenge and an oppor-
tunity. Academic health libraries possess expertise in
information evaluation, digital literacy, and evidence-
based approaches that could contribute significantly to
institutional discussions regarding responsible Al use.
Participants themselves repeatedly identified the need
for structured professional development, suggesting
that strengthening Al-related competencies may en-
able librarians to assume a more active role in institu-
tional governance, user education, and research
support.

Conclusion

This exploratory study examined perceptions of artifi-
cial intelligence competencies among librarians work-
ing in Portuguese academic health libraries. The

findings indicate that Al integration remains at an early
stage, characterized by limited implementation, scarce
structured professional development, and the absence
of formal institutional frameworks for ethical gover-
nance and evaluation. Rather than reflecting resistance
to Al, participants' responses suggest a strong aware-
ness of its growing relevance, accompanied by concerns
about insufficient preparation and the need for clearer
institutional guidance.

The study also highlights a gap between the increasing
presence of Al in teaching and research and its com-
paratively limited integration into library practice.
While academic staff appear to be driving many Al-re-
lated initiatives, libraries continue to adopt a predom-
inantly reactive role, despite possessing expertise in
information evaluation, evidence-based practice, and
digital literacy that could support institutional Al
strategies more proactively.

As Al becomes increasingly embedded within higher
education, health librarians are likely to face expanding
responsibilities related to information assessment, re-
search support, and Al literacy. Responding to these
demands will require sustained investment in profes-
sional development, institutional policies, and collab-
orative initiatives that integrate Al within established
principles of evidence-based librarianship, ethical prac-
tice, and responsible information management.
Although limited by the small number of participating
libraries, this study offers one of the first empirical in-
sights into Al competencies among Portuguese aca-
demic health librarians. It also provides a foundation
for future research involving larger samples and com-
parative international studies, contributing to the
broader discussion on the evolving role of health librar-
ians in Al-mediated information environments.
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