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Staying in the know about your finances can be quite a task. 
Fortunately, you have access to your own personal credit report 

free of charge. Read on to learn the basics about credit reports.

What is a Credit Bureau?

A credit bureau is a consumer reporting agency (CRA) who collects 
all types of facts about how you handle your money. A credit bureau 
keeps track of when you applied for loans, how much you applied for 
and received, and how well you do at paying your bills on time. 

Also, a credit bureau knows whether you’ve ever left a credit account 
unpaid and how much you owe to each of your creditors. 

Credit bureaus sell your credit information to all kinds of entities for a 
variety of reasons. Some companies who buy your credit history will 
try to send you credit card applications. Some will see you’re not a 
good credit risk and avoid doing business with you. 

What is a Credit Report?

Your credit report is a document that consists of all the information 
that a credit bureau compiles about your financial and bill-paying 
habits over time. Your credit report includes: 

 • Your address and where you’ve previously lived
 • The creditors you currently owe: loans, charge cards, and more
 • Past credit accounts 
 • How many times and with whom you applied for a loan 
 • Whether you pay your bills on time 
 • If you’ve filed for bankruptcy or had tax liens in the last 10 years  
 • Other facts about your financial and credit life

Credit Reports 101 
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How Can You Obtain a Copy of Your Credit Report?

It’s not difficult to get your credit report. You can go online or simply 
call the 800 numbers and request a copy of your report. You’re 
allowed one credit report per year free of charge from each of the 
following credit bureaus:

 1.  Equifax. The address is, P.O. Box 740241, Atlanta, GA 30374-
0241. Their phone number is: (888) 766-0008.

 2.  Experian. The address is, P.O. Box 2002, Allen, TX 75013. The 
phone number is: (888) 397 3742.

 3.  Trans Union. The address is, P.O. Box 2000, Chester, PA 19022. 
The phone number is: (800) 916-8800.

It’s not unusual to receive different information from each credit 
bureau. Banking institutions sometimes utilize just one of the credit 
bureaus. Therefore, any information they have about your loan habits 
might only be sent to one credit bureau. 

Why Should You Obtain a Copy of Your Credit Report?

If you want to stay informed about how you’re doing financially in 
terms of managing loans, payments, and the like, you’ll want to get 
a copy of your report at least yearly. Many companies now look at 
your credit report before doing business with you, including potential 
employers, cell phone companies, and insurance providers.

The information in your credit report also determines if you can get a 
loan and how much interest the creditor will charge on your loan. The 
better your credit history, the better loan terms you can receive. Your 
credit report can save you, or cost you, many thousands of dollars on 
large loans like mortgage loans.

In the event your personal identification, credit cards, or checking 
account has been compromised, it’s wise to follow your credit report 
very closely. 

In addition, credit reports often have mistakes that can cost you 
money or even a chance at a lucrative new job. So it’s important to 
keep track of the information listed in your report and if it reflects you 
accurately. You can have mistakes eliminated or corrected.
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Summary

In order to stay on top of your financial life, it’s important to be 
familiar with credit reports. Understanding what credit bureaus do, 
knowing what a credit report is, understanding how to get a copy of 
your credit report, and knowing when and why to obtain such a report 
is important for having a successful financial life. 

Keep abreast of your money situation by understanding all about 
credit reports. You’ll be a competent family leader and a savvy money 
manager if you do!
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You know that establishing and maintaining a solid credit rating is 
vital to your future financial success. The challenging thing about 

credit, though, is that it often seems impossible to get credit unless 
you’ve already established good credit.

For young people who want to start on the right foot, beginning from 
scratch with no credit history can seem like an impossible task. But with 
the right strategies and responsible use of the tools available to you, 
you can establish solid credit in the early years of your adult life.

Use these strategies to get yourself off on the  
right foot and establish a solid credit rating,  
right off the bat:

 1.  Check your credit report. In order to know where you’re going, 
it’s important to first assess where you are. When you’re first 
starting out, your credit file is probably sparse. However, with 
identity theft on the rise and other credit dangers lurking, it’s 
important to check your credit first to make sure you are indeed 
starting from scratch.

  •  It’s also important to check your credit file as often as 
possible. Federal law allows you to obtain a free copy of your 
credit report from each of the three major credit reporting 
bureaus once per year.

  •  To continuously monitor your credit throughout the year, 
stagger your requests for these reports. That way, you’ll 
quickly be alerted if something improper has been added 
to your credit file. Instead of requesting all reports at once, 
request one from a different bureau every four months.

 2.  Pay your bills on time every month. One of the most 
important factors that influences your credit score is your 

How to Establish Credit 
WHEN YOU'RE FIRST STARTING OUT
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history of paying your bills on time. When you pay your bills by 
the due date every month, in the eyes of creditors, you’re living 
within your means.

 3.  Get a recurring bill in your name. Often, students will have 
regular monthly bills listed in a parent’s name. However, if you 
get a cell phone bill or other monthly recurring bill in your name 
and pay it in full every month, you’ll establish yourself as a 
person who’s responsible in handling financial matters.

 4.  Have someone you know put in a good name for you. You 
can actually use someone else’s good credit to establish your 
own solid reputation. You can do this by having that person 
cosign a loan for you or by becoming an authorized user on that 
person’s credit cards.

 5.  Get a student credit card. Often, college students can get 
credit cards more easily than others can. In fact, on many college 
campuses, you can find booths at student events that promote 
credit card sign-ups with cash prizes or other incentives.

 6.  Use these cards sparingly but regularly. If you’re obtaining 
credit cards mainly to increase your credit rating, you need to 
use the cards to experience the boost in your score. Make small 
monthly purchases with the cards and pay the balance in full 
each month.

  •  Remember, though, that a credit card is not cash. Borrowing 
from a credit card means agreeing to pay much more than 
the purchase price if you don’t pay it back on time. Avoid 
credit bondage. Be smart and make only small purchases that 
you can cover in full when the bill comes due each month.

 7.  Set up a monthly budget. One of the most important factors in 
maintaining a solid credit rating for life is a lifestyle of wise financial 
decisions. When you list all of your income and expenses, you 
know the financial resources you have available to you. When you 
do, you’re less likely to get yourself into a credit bind.

Setting yourself up on solid financial footing early on in life sets the 
stage for a lifetime of fulfillment. Misuse of credit, however, can set 
the stage for a lifetime of bondage. Choose fulfillment by applying 
these strategies to establish a solid credit rating right off the bat.
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7 Credit Score  
DESTROYERS

Your credit score not only determines whether or not you can get 
a credit card, mortgage, or auto loan, it’s also a critical factor in 

determining the interest rate you have attached to those items. A low 
credit score can cost a lot of money over your lifetime.

Not everyone is aware of the many factors that determine a credit 
score. It’s easy to make assumptions that seem logical, but are actually 
false. Acting on incorrect beliefs is a sure way to make a critical mistake.

Save money and make your financial life easier by 
avoiding these seven credit destroyers:

 1.  Carrying a big balance on your credit cards. While having a 
lot of debt is never a good idea, using more than 30% of the 
available credit on your credit cards hurts your credit score. 

  •  For example, if your credit limit is $10,000, your score drops if 
your balance is over $3,000. This is commonly referred to as 
the “utilization ratio.” Keep yours under 30%.

 2.  Paying late is a huge factor in your credit score. Experts 
estimate that 35% of your credit score is determined by your 
payment history. Any late payments will lower your score.

 3.  Closing credit cards is a credit score killer. This is related 
to your utilization ratio. By closing a credit card, you lower the 
amount of credit that’s available to you. Your credit score is also 
sensitive to the length of your credit history.

 4.  Defaulting is an obvious credit score mistake. When you fail 
to pay back a loan you owe to a lender, you can lose as much 
as 100 points from your credit score. Make every effort to pay 
back your loans.
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  •  If you’re struggling, contact the lender and attempt to make 
other arrangements. They can be very flexible if failing to do 
so means not getting their payments.

 5.  Applying for too much credit. Everyone needs to have some credit, 
but applying for too much has a negative effect on your score. 

  •  Each time you apply for more credit, your potential lender 
makes an inquiry of your credit history. 

  •  Each of those inquiries lowers your credit score. 

  •  Avoid sending in every credit card offer that shows up in your 
mailbox.

 6.  Not having a credit card at all. Many people are getting rid of 
their credit cards in an effort to avoid debt. Unfortunately, this 
does nothing to help your credit score. 

  •  Experts believe that the ideal credit score includes 2-3 credit 
cards. Credit diversity can account for as much as 10% of 
your credit score.

  •  Credit cards help to keep your credit history current.

 7.  Co-signing for someone else can be a mistake. Putting your credit 
on the line by co-signing for someone else is a huge risk. Their failure 
to stay current with the payments can destroy your credit score. 

  •  You’re equally responsible for that debt, so any late payments 
or defaults will show up on your own credit report.

  •  You can even be subject to collections and lawsuits. If a 
lender won’t do business with them, you might want to 
reconsider before co-signing.

By simply avoiding these common mistakes, you can’t help but have 
a great score that will guarantee you the lowest interest rates, even 
if your credit score is poor now. It may take time to boost your credit 
score, but it’s definitely possible.

Give your credit score the amount of attention it deserves. It makes 
life a lot easier!
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It’s possible to raise your credit score with some simple changes. 
Credit scores affect insurance rates, loan interest rates, and other 

important financial products. A higher score can lead to a brighter 
financial future.

Consider using these ideas to raise your credit score:

 1.  Piggyback on good credit histories. You can use a family 
member’s or friend’s good credit history to help you. 

  •  If you add yourself to an account in good standing, your 
credit score will go up. 

  •  Most credit cards allow users to add family members and 
distant relatives to their accounts. 

  •  You’ll be an authorized user on the account and able to make 
purchases and pay the bills. 

 2.  Keep old accounts open. It’s important to keep older accounts 
like credit cards open because they influence credit scores. 
Credit scores can decrease if you close accounts.

  •  Account age also matters. Scores are affected positively  
by older accounts because they show a history of  
maintaining credit.

  •  Plus, these old accounts add to the amount of credit you have 
access to, thus lowering the percentage of available credit 
you’re using, which raises your score.

 3.  Set up auto-payments. Automatic payments are a convenient 
way to pay bills every month. They’re also an easy way to avoid 

10 Unusual Ways to  
RAISE YOUR CREDIT SCORE
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a late payment and a fee. Auto-payments can help improve your 
credit score by preventing these issues. 

 4.  Pay credit card bills more than once a month. Credit scores 
rely on a debt utilization ratio. This ratio compares how much 
debt you have to the size of your credit limit. 

  •  One way to improve credit scores is to lower the debt 
utilization ratio. 

  •  Paying your credit card bills more than once a month can 
help you improve the score by decreasing the ratio. Extra 
payments lower your debt while increasing how much credit 
is available during the month.  

 5.  Ask for good-will deletions. It’s possible to ask credit reporting 
agencies and lenders for good-will deletions. 

  •  Late fees, late payments, or unpaid bills can affect credit 
scores. A good-will deletion is a request to remove these 
items based on a prior good history. This method works best 
if you’re a long-term customer with few issues. 

 6.  Avoid pre-approved offers. The pre-approved offers that come 
in the mail usually require a credit check, and multiple credit 
checks affect your credit score by lowering it. 

  •  It’s also beneficial to avoid creating too many accounts. It’s 
easier to manage a smaller number, so you’re less likely to 
make mistakes. 

 7.  Avoid new utility accounts. Utilities like gas, electricity, and 
phone services require credit checks that lower scores. It’s 
better to transfer utilities to a new address instead of opening 
new ones. 

 8.  Remember library fines. Did you return all of your library 
books? Unpaid fines can decrease your credit score, and 
libraries can send unpaid bills to collection agencies.

 9.  Avoid online quote comparisons. Online quotes for insurance 
or loans could potentially count as inquiries on your credit score 
although many times they are ‘soft hits’ on your credit and won’t 
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affect it. These credit checks could affect the score each time 
you ask for a quote if they aren’t soft hits.

  •  Getting quotes from multiple websites can lead to many 
credit checks. It’s best to narrow down the options before 
getting a quote, so your score isn’t affected. 

 10.  Establish long-term credit. Instead of switching to a new 
company that promises lower rates for a few months, consider 
staying with the previous one. 

  •  Credit scores go up based on positive, long-term relationships 
with lenders. 

  •  It may be tempting to take the lower credit card offer from 
another company to move balances, but your score may suffer. 

It’s possible to raise credit scores with several strategies. Careful 
planning is an important part of getting a higher score.


