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Jill Hurst-Wahl’s profession began in
the fifth grade—that was the year she
began working in at Benjamin Franklin
Elementary School library in Harrisburg,
Pennsylvania. That was the year she knew
that accessing, collecting, preserving, and
distributing information would become the
core of her career.

Hurst-Wahl loves information. She has
sought it out wherever it resides and she
has provided it effectively for her end-users,
whether at a school library, in the corporate
world, or in her own firm.

Now in its eighth year in business,
Hurst Associates Ltd. is a successful infor-
mation consultancy that serves clients pri-
marily in competitive intelligence and digi-
tization planning. The journey Hurst-Wahl
has taken since her elementary school days
to the present was one of opportunities
offered and taken, lessons learned and
skills honed, services developed and ren-
dered professionally.

“I started my company in 1998,” Hurst-
Wahl says, “because I wanted to be out on
my own. I didn’t want to work for corpora-

tions anymore. Running out of the gate I
had a good first year. I like to be able to take
on clients and projects that I enjoy and be
able to take my business in different direc-
tions. It has allowed me to do things I
wouldn’t have done otherwise. It’s been
fun.” 

Her firm is the sum of her 15-year expe-
rience as a corporate librarian and infor-
mation technology professional in New
York State. “In my corporate life I per-
formed competitive intelligence, so I started
my business to do CI for businesses that
needed that type of work done,” Hurst-
Wahl said. “Along the way I got into digiti-
zation planning projects. Today, about 50
percent of my business is about CI or busi-
ness research and the other 50 is digitiza-
tion.”

On Her Own
Hurst-Wahl is one of those high-energy

individuals who never let the clock rest, so
it’s no wonder she earned a profit in the
first year as an independent consultant.

In business intelligence, she works with
companies in a variety of industries, from
financial services to manufacturing. In dig-

itization, she has been employed by not-
for-profit organizations in project planning
in both hardware and software applications
and training. She is a frequent speaker, con-
ducts workshops, and has written more
than two dozen articles in industry jour-
nals. On top of that, she has conducted col-
lege classes (online and on-site) and main-
tains her own blog, Digitization 101.

Born in Harrisburg, Hurst-Wahl has
spent most of her life in upstate New York.
Out of high school and with her determi-
nation to become a librarian, she entered
Elmira College where she earned a BA,
Cum Laude. “In the late 1970s it didn’t
seem to matter what you majored in as an
undergrad as long as you got the MLS, so I
majored in philosophy/religion and
English, and worked in my college library.”
After Elmira, she earned her MLS at the
University of Maryland College Park.

It was an off-chance meeting at a funer-
al that led her to a job opportunity with
Corning Inc. in 1983.

“I came to Corning, not as a librarian,
but as an IT professional—even though I
didn’t have an IT degree,” Hurst-Wahl
recalled. “What I had done in library school
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as a graduate assistant was supporting the
library’s computer classes. I learned how to
troubleshoot computer problems—and this
is 1983. We’re not talking computer prob-
lems you have now. I worked with the stu-
dents, troubleshot, and did the things the
faculty wanted me to do. Corning had an
end-user support group and I joined the
company to be part of that department.”

She served as a training coordinator for
information services for four years before
her promotion to business systems analyst.
A few years later, Corning created a busi-
ness support library and made Hurst-Wahl
its supervisor. At that time, the business
library was part of the Technical
Information Center, but management want-
ed the library to be a separate unit. Her job
was to revitalize the library, move it into its
own space, develop services that the com-
pany could market, and hire and train staff.
Part of her new job included competitive
intelligence. 

“I was introduced to CI at Corning,”
Hurst-Wahl said. “That’s what the library
did. In 1989, the business library at
Corning existed but had no staff, no budg-
et, and amazingly, it had one client.
Someone in Corning knew I had my MLS
and hired me to supervise. The new job
revitalized my library skills and I learned
new skills on the job about how to deliver
information to business people in a way
that was useable to them, meeting their
turn-around time, their information needs
in both content and format. And what we
did was on-demand.”

It was at Corning that Hurst-Wahl came
to learn and appreciate the concept of run-
ning a library as a business. “We charged
for our services and kept an eye on the bot-
tom line,” she said. “We had to estimate
project cost; we had to bill everything
back—all those things that business people
think about.” 

Hurst-Wahl remained at Corning for
four additional years before moving the
Rochester, N.Y., firm of Manning & Napier
Advisors as a research librarian. Her job at
this financial advisory firm included work-
ing as a project manager, a database prod-
uct manager and, eventually, director of
intelligence.

“I went to Manning to be their first
librarian,” said Hurst-Wahl. “They never
had one before. After my first month, there
were two people who came to talk to the
principal owner about investing in a busi-
ness idea, which was to develop a special-

ized search engine. I soon got involved in
this area to develop search technology.”

Over the next four years, she continued
performing CI for Manning, supported the
financial analysts with research, and
worked with the programmers in develop-
ing new search products. As at Corning,
Hurst-Wahl’s skills overlapped in different
ways, combining library science and infor-
mation technology—and learning the prac-
tice of developing resources that generate
revenue.

By 1998, it was time for her to pull it all
together in her own business. One of her
first clients was Manning & Napier, the
very company she was leaving. “I didn’t
count on that,” Hurst-Wahl noted, “but it
was nice to have.” She made many cold
calls during that first year, but it wasn’t
cold calling that built her client base. It was
networking. She decided that her company
was to be built upon her business intelli-
gence skills, and what eventually became
an intricate element of her new venture,
digitization planning.

“I was hired by the Rochester Regional
Library Council on a digitization demon-
stration project called Winning the Vote
(http://www.winningthevote.org),” Hurst-
Wahl recalled. “It was a very cool project to
work on for a couple of years. And then in
2001 I had another library council
approach me on digitization that they were
planning. To date, I have done digitization
planning for four library councils in New
York State.” 

Digitization planning projects are usual-
ly funded by grants. Hurst-Wahl works
with her clients to determine exactly what
they want to accomplish and what it will
take in terms of money and resources to do
it. 

She also conducts workshops on digiti-
zation. “What happens a lot of times with
people—even with a plan—is they support
the idea, they’re gung-ho, and then sud-
denly there’s this wall that appears before
them. For me, it’s been interesting to watch
an organization get involved in digitiza-
tion. A light will turn on and they say, ‘Yes,
we can do this, let’s go forward and do this’
or they go, ‘Oh, we cannot do this yet. We
have other priorities demanding our atten-
tion.’” 

Active in SLA
Hurst-Wahl joined SLA while at the

University of Maryland College Park. When
she didn’t enter the academic field as a
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librarian, she dropped her membership.
But when she became a corporate librarian
at Corning, she rejoined and has remained
an active member via the Upstate New York
SLA Chapter.

While she was building her consulting
company, she remained active in SLA. She
was the president of the SLA Upstate New
York Chapter. And she has worked on the
chapter’s newsletter and served as a busi-
ness manager during the 1990s.

As president, she worked to ensure pro-
grams were rotated throughout the state.
And she and other presidents (past and
present) have worked to streamline the
chapter’s operations, update policy and
procedures, make the events more enjoy-
able and accessible, and make the net-
working experience valuable for members.

She also has served as a liaison with the
SLA student chapter at Syracuse University.
Hurst-Wahl went to her first SLA annual
conference in 1992 and has attended each
one since. Her blogging at the conference
in recent years has become welcomed por-
traits and vital news for attendees and non-
attendees alike. Last spring, she taught a

Click University Live! program on digitiza-
tion project management.

In 2001, Hurst-Wahl moved from her
home in Rochester to Syracuse to be a vis-
iting senior instructor in the Syracuse
University School of Information Studies.
Her approach in the classes has been to
introduce a business aspect to librarianship
and to think of the possibilities available to
pursue for an information specialist.

“When I talk to students,” Hurst-Wahl
said, “one of the things I will bring into a
discussion is: You cannot do everything,
you can’t give away everything. I tell them
that it’s okay to think about charging a fee
for a service. That’s very different from the
classic librarian mentality. But the reality is
that there’s a cost to what libraries do. We
should try to give away as much as free as
possible, but there are certain services to
which fees will need to be applied.
Working in the corporate world taught me
important lessons when I started my own
business in how I look at what I do, know-
ing that you cannot always give away serv-
ice.”

For a while, Hurst-Wahl was teaching
full-time at Syracuse and serving her clients
full-time. But today she teaches only one
class per year, online. “Teaching is a lot
more work than people think, and I didn’t
realize it until I started doing it. I will con-
tinue teaching. I enjoy it. I am able to bring
what I learned in my business to my stu-
dents, and I also learn things from them in
how they see things differently.” It’s that
difference that Hurst-Wahl’s stresses to her
students.

Seeing things differently has benefited
her. When she was earning her MLS, she
thought she would be employed at an aca-
demic library. She had no idea she would
be working as a librarian for a large inter-
national company like Corning or eventu-
ally running her own consultancy firm.

“MLS students are asking me if the jobs
are really there,” Hurst-Wahl said. “One of
the ways to find an answer is to look cre-
atively. As librarians, we tend to think
about libraries as the place we are going to
work. I say, ‘Why not work for a vendor
that is creating products and services for
libraries?’ They need librarians in their
organizations because we know how to

talk to our fellow librarians; we know what
information service professionals want
because we are information service profes-
sionals, too. A lot of students don’t think
about working for a vendor, or working for
a corporate or a news library, something
other than a not-for-profit organization.
That’s a new thought for them. They don’t
automatically think of that. They don’t
think of using their information skills dif-
ferently in a company and not being in
library. Businesses need information
research; search engines need develop-
ment. There are many opportunities for
students. I say, ‘Look at all the opportuni-
ties that are out there.’”

This year, Hurst-Wahl has been explor-
ing a new opportunity and expanding her
outreach with it: social networking. 

“Social networking tools were not an
area of my business, but I have learned
about it and examined the trends that are
unfolding. I can see how those tools can
be used by various groups, like libraries.
So, I started talking about these tools even
though I may talk about digitization. I
show them these other tools and how to
be interactive with users. I find myself
talking more about that area.” In the past,
her presentations have been about busi-
ness intelligence or on libraries in gener-
al, but she has expanded her audiences to
the business community, which Hurst-
Wahl sees as a way of marketing and net-
working her business. 

And she continues to tell people to look
for opportunities, as she has done. “I don’t
describe myself as a librarian, in my busi-
ness,” Hurst-Wahl concluded. “I tell the
client what I can do for them. I tell them
how I can deliver back the information so
they can make better decisions. These are
the skills I have, these are the resources I
can tap into, and if I need other informa-
tion, then these are the associates I can con-
tact. I found it very helpful not to describe
myself as a librarian because I want them
to see me as a businessperson. I try to
instill that into my students: Think about
what you can do
and not necessarily
what the label is.”
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