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"REAL Solutions® is a clear illustration of the credit union difference.   

unions will rally behind and actively support."
REAL Solutions® is a program that I am certain Pennsylvania credit

Fast-Tracking REAL Solutions®:  

It's what credit unions were chartered to do -- 'People helping People.'

Jim McCormack, President and CEO, Pennsylvania Credit Union Association



Fast-Tracking REAL Solutions® – the Pennsylvania Story is a 2009 publication of 
the National Credit Union Foundation’s REAL Solutions® program.

About the National Credit Union Foundation (NCUF)
The National Credit Union Foundation (NCUF) raises charitable funds, runs innovative programs, and 
makes impactful grants for America’s credit union movement. NCUF’s mission is to “promote and 
improve consumers’ financial independence through credit unions.” Among the NCUF programs 
achieving this mission:
REAL Solutions® — Helping millions of consumers gain access to affordable financial services, achieve 
financial literacy, grow savings, build assets, and buy homes.
Development Education — Leading training on cooperative principles in the modern consumer
marketplace to overcome what credit unions identify as the greatest threat to their future: “the eroding of 
credit union philosophy.”
Social Impact Management — Meeting a “triple bottom line” that benefits credit unions, members, and 
communities.

About REAL Solutions®
REAL Solutions® is the signature program of the National Credit Union Foundation. REAL — “Relevant, 
Effective, Asset-building, Loyalty-producing”— Solutions® works to help credit unions offer a wide range 
of products and services that have proven successful in serving working families with low wealth and 
modest means. Using product/business models created and tested by credit unions, REAL Solutions® 
disseminates information to credit unions through special meetings, an online impact center at
http://realsolutions.coop, and state and national conferences. REAL Solutions® has been adopted in 34 
states by almost 600 credit unions and is saving members tens of millions of dollars.  It has now become 
a documented business strategy for credit unions to grow their memberships by serving the underserved. 
Real people with real needs are finding REAL Solutions® at credit unions.

About the Authors
Mike Wishnow – Michael is Senior Vice President, Communications and Marketing, for the 
Pennsylvania Credit Union Association (PCUA). In that role, Mr. Wishnow oversees the Association’s 
communications functions including its daily e-mail news, weekly newsletter, bi-monthly magazine 
publications and Web site. He is also responsible for directing the Association’s marketing efforts for its 
various products and services to more than 500 Pennsylvania credit unions and the Association’s 
Information Technology Department. In addition, Mike serves as the Association’s liaison to the 
Pennsylvania Credit Union Foundation, the charitable arm of the Pennsylvania credit union movement.  
Prior to joining the Association, Mr. Wishnow served for 15 years as the Press Secretary and Manager of 
Information and Consumer Services for the Pennsylvania Department of Banking under four governors 
and seven Secretaries of Banking.

Pennsylvania Credit Union Foundation’s Executive Director, Joe has raised over $2.3 million in 
contributions and disseminated more than $1.3 million in grants since 1996. In addition, Wambach has 
held numerous leadership positions with national and international charitable groups. He’s a former 
director for The Cooperative Housing Foundation in Haiti and CARE International in Africa, Asia and the 
Caribbean. He also raised funds for CARE, USA, and the United Hospital Fund in New York, and was a 
volunteer educator for the Peace Corps in Kenya.

Joe Wambach – Joe has dedicated his career to helping people to realize better lifestyles. As the 



John P. Kebles – John has played an active role in the Pennsylvania credit union movement for more 
than 30 years. As the current League Liaison for the Pennsylvania Credit Union Association’s (PCUA) 
REAL Solutions® Program, John has already recruited 50 credit unions (as of May 7, 2009). Prior to 
joining the Association, John was President and CEO of Choice One Community Credit Union. He has 
served on the Wyoming Valley Chapter of Credit Unions, served as board member and chairman of the 
PCUA board, is a charter member of the Pennsylvania Credit Union Foundation, and served as chairman 
of PCUA’s Governmental Affairs Committee.  

John has raised thousands of dollars for charitable purposes including the PA Credit Union Foundation 
and Habitat for Humanity. He has received numerous professional and personal awards including Credit 
Union Professional of the Year, the Keystone Award, Credit Union House Hall of Leaders inductee, and 
the “Buck Levins” award for political involvement.  

Vicki Joyal – Vicki is the owner of CVJ Strategic Intelligence, a Madison, WI-based business providing 
credit unions and related organizations with a unique blend of strategic research and consulting 
expertise. With over 20 years of management and analytical experience, Joyal is adept at conducting 
market research and analysis, and is frequently called upon to consult and speak about emerging issues, 
demographic trends, and marketing opportunities facing credit unions and the financial services industry. 
Prior to CVJ, Joyal was Vice President of Research Services for the Credit Union National Association 
(CUNA). In this role, she was also the project director and primary analyst for CUNA’s annual 
Environmental Scan (E-Scan), a strategic planning resource for credit unions.

Vicki currently serves as a field coach for the National Credit Union Foundation’s REAL Solutions® 
program, working with state leagues/associations to help credit unions develop and implement financial 
products/services for low-to-moderate income and low-wealth consumers as a sustainable strategy for 
growth.

For more information, contact: REAL Solutions®
c/o National Credit Union Foundation
601 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, Suite 600
Washington, DC 20004-2601
Phone: 800.356.9655, x6770
Email: lkitsch@.ncuf.coop
Fax: 202.638.3912
Web: www.realsolutions.coop
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“While to some our initial goal of 100 credit unions signed on to the program 
in the first year might seem ambitious, Pennsylvania’s credit unions have a 

long, proud history of community involvement and service to the underserved.”
Jim McCormack – President and CEO of the Pennsylvania Credit Union Association

REAL Solutions®, the signature program of the National Credit Union Foundation (NCUF),
provides support, tested business models and tools to leagues and credit unions helping them
to provide new and additional financial products and services to families of low-wealth and
modest means. To date, almost 600 credit unions in 34 states and 32 state leagues/
associations are actively seeking to reach emerging markets including immigrants, young 
people, persons with disabilities and low-wage households.

To bring information to leagues and credit unions in the timeliest fashion, NCUF hosts an online
impact center at http://realsolutions.coop, full of REAL Solutions® product innovations, case
studies, and tested business models. Some of our state leagues/associations also feature Web
sites to give their participating credit unions access to the most up-to-date state-specific
information. 

This article is the second installment in a monthly series of interviews designed to provide REAL 
Solutions® League Liaisons and other league staff up-to-date strategies used by their peers to 
grow their REAL Solutions® efforts. This interview highlights the efforts of the Pennsylvania 
Credit Union Association (PCUA) to fast-track program implementation with an aggressive goal 
of 100 participating credit unions in their first year of offering the program. As of May 7, 2009 
(prior to the introductory meetings) the Association has already received commitments from 50
credit unions. Please learn more from this interview with PCUA’s REAL Solutions® team of Mike 
Wishnow, Joe Wambach, John Kebles and Vicki Joyal.   

1. Mike, how long has Pennsylvania been a REAL Solutions® state? You signed up 
before you implemented – can you explain why? 

We signed our REAL Solutions® agreement on May 1, 2008, with the intent of implementing it in 
2009. The primary reason we delayed implementation was that we wanted to do it the right way 
and get as many credit unions involved in REAL Solutions® as quickly as possible. In part, that 
meant budgeting adequate funds; but more importantly, it meant getting the right people in place 
to lead the effort. In that regard, we determined that REAL Solutions® ought to be a joint project 
between the Association and the Pennsylvania Credit Union Foundation. 

To implement the program we knew we had to hire a strong part-time employee who understood 
the credit union system and had a passion for the REAL Solutions® program goals. We were 
extremely fortunate to be able to hire retiring CEO and Pennsylvania credit union movement 
leader, John Kebles, to work with our exceptionally passionate Foundation Executive Director,
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Joe Wambach. With those two spearheading the effort, we are very comfortable that credit 
unions will understand the goals of the REAL Solutions® program and will execute these goals 
with passion.

The PA Credit Union Foundation has been a REAL Solutions®-type project contributor since 
September 2002, when a debit card development project was introduced in order to encourage 
students and young adults to open accounts at credit unions. The Foundation also implemented
its first student branch at Eisenhower High School, Warren, Pennsylvania, with a grant to 
WACOPSE FCU under the Financial Literacy Program. In June, 2006, the Foundation Board of 
Directors approved the creation of multi-year partnerships between credit unions and social 
organizations which work with the unbanked and the underserved, prominent audiences of 
REAL Solutions®. These three endeavors highlight the Foundation’s commitment to future 
credit union members that will result in the survival of the movement.   

2. Joe, why did the state credit union foundation choose to fund a portion of REAL 
Solutions®?

The PA Credit Union Foundation believes that the true purpose of REAL Solutions® is to create 
an environment in which credit unions are sensitized to its future member audiences, students, 
young adults and newly emerging socio-economic ethnic groups, particularly Hispanics. The 
Foundation believes that the true test of our political advocacy campaign ought not to be only 
about financial services that help present credit union members and consumers but also about 
those specifically designed to address the needs of the underserved, the financially vulnerable,
and the unbanked. We chose to support REAL Solutions® because we were implementing 
REAL Solutions®-type programs.

3.  Mike, what strategy are you planning for the REAL Solutions® efforts in your state? 

In looking at the products and services that fall under the REAL Solutions® umbrella it is clear 
that most, if not all, Pennsylvania credit unions are already engaged in at least one REAL 
Solutions® effort. Our first goal is to chronicle the good work already being done by signing on 
at least 100 Pennsylvania credit unions to the REAL Solutions® program. Once credit unions 
have signed up, we will employ a strategy that we’ve termed “One Up.” What this means is that 
after credit unions formally inventory their existing REAL Solutions® products and services it is 
our hope that they will agree to add at least one new product and service within the first year of 
signing onto the program. 

In addition, the program is intended to further sensitize credit union leaders to the problems of 
the underserved, the unbanked and the financially vulnerable so that it will encourage an even
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greater, more profound grass roots movement in our political advocacy campaign. Without such 
support, the movement is faced with the real possibility of CRA-like regulatory burdens, when 
none should be necessary.

4. Mike, Joe and John, your Association and its credit unions have already 
accomplished many REAL Solutions® programs – e.g., Better Choice. Can you share a 
few of these successes and how you intend to enhance them by working with REAL 
Solutions®?

Payday Loan Alternative – Pennsylvania began the Credit Union Better Choice program in 
partnership with the state Treasurer’s office and Department of Banking in October 2006 on 
Credit Union Day. This program is a public/private partnership designed to migrate consumers 
currently using predatory payday lenders into mainstream financial services through their credit 
union. The Better Choice program not only offers a short-term small dollar loan (no more than 
$500 for no more than 90 days), but also contains a required savings component, as well as 
financial education/coaching. In its first two years, 79 credit Pennsylvania unions provided 
14,714 loans valued at $6,861,553.31 saving Pennsylvania consumers almost $5 million in fees 
verses traditional payday lenders. Not only has this program helped these consumers, it has 
also become important part of the Association’s credit union advocacy message with elected 
officials and other community leaders.  Because of its uniqueness the Credit Union Better 
Choice program has been presented to the FDIC’s Economic Inclusion Task Force in 
Washington, D.C., profiled by the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia, and won Best of Show 
in CUNA’s Pro & Blockbuster.

As we begin to roll out REAL Solutions® in Pennsylvania, it is our hope that the Credit Union 
Better Choice program will also continue to grow in terms of number of participating credit 
unions, loan volume, savings to consumers, and migration of consumers away from predatory 
financial service providers and into the credit union system.

Financial Literacy Education – By teaching working families about the value of savings 
programs, we encourage the growth of assets and wealth. In fact, many qualify for Family 
Savings Accounts (FSAs), special matching savings accounts received by working families from 
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. By teaching high school students in the classroom about 
the proper use of credit cards, or the importance of repaying loans, we help them to more 
effectively manage their finances and to avoid credit card and student tuition debt so prevalent 
among many young adults in college. By introducing first time home buyers to the world of 
mortgages, we make it possible for them to purchase homes; at the same time, by introducing 
potential foreclosure victims to the possibility of refinancing, we provide them with a more 
manageable debt and help them remain in their homes. In other words, by assisting the 
unbanked, the underserved and the financially vulnerable, we make it possible for them to 
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qualify for REAL Solutions® products and services that will protect them and provide wealth-
building opportunities.

We all have a sense of pride with the success of our Better Choice Loan program; however, we 
need to improve on what we started. I believe that we need to develop a strategy that will help 
us mainstream Better Choice borrowers into our credit unions’ memberships. We also need to 
turn the savings component of the program into a systematic savings strategy.

5. John, you have retired from a long and successful career with a credit union. What 
prompted you to join the Association’s REAL Solutions® efforts? 

Over the years I was honored to serve on and Chair both the Association Board and the PA 
Credit Union Foundation Board. As chairman, I had the privilege to work hand in hand with Jim 
McCormack and his very competent staff. When the opportunity to join Jim’s team and to work 
with credit unions through the Foundation presented itself, I couldn’t resist. 

6. John, how are you recruiting credit unions? How do you plan to share new products 
and market information with your credit unions?

We have an ambitious goal to sign on 100 credit unions to REAL Solutions® in the first year. We 
started the recruiting process by mailing an introductory letter and brochure along with a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) to the CEOs of every credit union in Pennsylvania. I 
selected 130 of these CEOs that I have met over my career to hand-sign and include a personal 
message on their introductory letters. Most of these credit unions already offer at least one 
REAL Solutions®-type product/service: the Credit Union Better Choice program, VITA sites, or 
financial literacy education. I am now personally calling these CEOs in the hopes of getting their 
buy-in to REAL Solutions®. My strategic objective is to sign up at least 11 credit unions from 
each of 9 districts in Pennsylvania. We will then have a REAL Solutions® footprint that
encompasses the entire state instead of just pockets here and there. This will make a great 
statement—that credit unions across the state are offering real solutions to low-wealth 
households.

With the help of my field coach Vicki Joyal, we then intend to set up a series of meetings with 
clusters of credit unions in various locations throughout the state. We will gather data using the 
baseline survey and then proceed to share business models and implementation strategies with 
credit unions based on their plans to offer additional products/services for low-wealth 
households. 
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7. Mike, are you modeling your program after any of the other state REAL Solutions®
programs?

We think as a new REAL Solutions® state, we have a decided advantage over several others in 
that we currently have our Credit Union Better Choice program, a public/private partnership with 
the state Treasury to offer an alternative to payday lending. Therefore, we will start with the 79 
credit unions currently offering Better Choice, as well as those we know are offering other REAL 
Solutions® products and services as a base. That said we would certainly like to learn from 
other state REAL Solutions® programs and adopt those strategies, products, or services that 
have proven to be successful elsewhere.

8. Vicki, how will you adjust the traditional program model to meet the needs of 
Pennsylvania?

Due to the anticipated number of credit unions coming on board with REAL Solutions®
simultaneously, it will not be feasible to conduct diagnostic sessions via on-site visits to every 
credit union. We will instead rely primarily on two points of contact to take the place of 
diagnostics. First, John (the REAL Solutions® program manager) will make phone calls to the 
CEOs at 130 credit unions to explain and secure commitment to the program. Secondly, every 
credit union will be asked to complete the 2009 Baseline Survey as soon as they submit an
MOU. These responses will enable us to measure current REAL Solutions® activity as well as 
plans to offer additional products/services for low-wealth households and emerging markets. 

While we won’t be doing on-site visits for diagnostic purposes, we still plan to visit individual 
credit unions as the program unfolds. Some of our credit unions will simply need more 
information before signing onto the program, and others will soon be ready to start working on 
their “one-up” product/service and may want to discuss business models, partnership options, 
and marketing strategies.

Since many Pennsylvania credit unions are already offering one or more REAL Solutions®
products/services, they already understand the importance of providing affordable 
products/services to low-wealth and emerging markets. As a result, we decided that a traditional 
introductory conference was not necessary and would probably be redundant for many credit 
union CEOs and senior management teams. Instead, we decided to utilize a breakout session 
at PCUA’s Annual Convention and Exposition as an introductory session for those credit unions 
who have not yet committed to serving these markets, and for board members of credit unions 
that have already signed onto the program. This session will focus on why it’s important to serve 
low-income and low-wealth households, how serving the unbanked and underserved can benefit 
credit unions, and why they should join other Pennsylvania credit unions in providing REAL 
Solutions® for consumers.
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In addition to the breakout session, John, Joe and I will be available at a booth in the Expo Hall 
to answer questions, provide information, and discuss/accept MOUs.   

9. Mike, how will REAL Solutions® look in Pennsylvania on June 1, 2010?

It is our hope that we will have at least 100 credit unions signed onto the REAL Solutions®
program, all of whom will have filled out a Baseline Survey, as well as at least one monitoring 
report that shows they have initiated at least one new REAL Solutions® product or service. 

By the end of this first phase, credit unions should better understand that many of the 
instruments that are so unique to the credit union movement are already in place in the form of 
financial products and services. All that will remain is the willingness to open their doors 
unconditionally to the underserved, the unbanked, and the financially vulnerable, who will 
become, after all, many of our future credit union members. I see a subsequent phase of REAL 
Solutions® to encompass actively marketing the American dream to members who are younger, 
more ethnically diverse, and bilingual in nature.


