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Credit bureaus

Credit bureaus are agencies that collect information about how we use credit. They produce personal credit 
reports. Credit bureaus are private companies. They are regulated by the province, but they are not part of the 
government.

There are two credit bureaus in Canada:

• Equifax

• TransUnion

They collect information about your credit use from credit card companies, financial institutions and other    
lenders.  

What do they do with the information?

Credit bureaus then provide this information for a fee to lenders who want to know about your credit history, or 
your ability to repay debt.

Lenders use the information they get from credit bureaus to predict how you will manage credit in the future.  

What are my rights around my credit report?

You are entitled to get a copy of your credit report for free once a year by mail, in person or anytime online for a 
fee. 

No one is allowed to see your credit report without your permission. A credit bureau can only provide a copy of 
your report for these purposes:

• Applying for credit

• Collecting a debt

• Applying to rent an apartment

• Applying for a job

• Applying for insurance.

Credit reports are not shared across international borders – your credit history does not follow you to a new 
country.

Why should I have a copy of my credit report?

Equifax or Transunion do not share information with each other. Lenders might only report to one of them, so 
each credit bureau may have different information about you. This is why it’s a good idea to request a copy of 
your credit report from both of them. Mistakes happen. It is up to you to check your report and take steps to  
correct the information.

Contents1

Prosper Canada Centre for Financial Literacy



Module 7 - Credit Reporting

Module 7 - Credit Reporting HANDOUT 7-2

Credit reports

Credit bureaus summarize your credit use in a report. The credit report is one of the main things lenders look at 
when they decide whether or not to give you credit.

A credit report contains your history of credit use, and your credit ratings.

An easy way to think about how these relate to each other is to think of the credit bureau as a school. The credit 
report is your report card. The credit rating is your grade in each subject. The credit score is your overall grade 
point average. 
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Name: 

Credit file #: 

Credit Inquiries: 

 TD Visa: 

R1 

 

700 

65%
GPA

      Credit Bureau                  Credit Report             Credit Rating             Credit Score
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Who can get access to your credit report?

Lenders:  Financial institutions or credit card companies will ask your permission to check your report. This is to 
check your credit worthiness. They can use the information in your report to decide:

• Whether to give you credit 

• Your credit limit

• The amount of the loan

• The interest rate.  

When you apply for a loan or credit card, the lender will likely require that you give them access to your credit 
report for as long as you have an account with them.

Landlords:  If you are trying to rent an apartment, some landlords may ask you to give them access to your credit 
report when you fill out a rental application. They use this information to see if you are likely to pay your rent.  

Insurance:  Some insurance companies use credit information along with other information when deciding to 
give you insurance and what rate to charge you.

Employers:  Some employers may ask to do a credit check when you apply for a new job. They may use your 
credit report to help them decide whether you will be a responsible employee. For example, government  
departments or companies that deal with credit or investments often ask for a credit check for new employees  
or contractors. This is part of their security screening.
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Sample Equifax credit report
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Reading a credit report

The information in an Equifax credit report varies slightly from a TransUnion credit report, but both contain the 
same basic sections:

Personal information

This can include your name, address, previous addresses, birth date, social insurance number (SIN), and current 
and past employers. Check to make sure all the information is correct and up-to-date.

Inquiries

This section lists any people or companies who have asked for a copy of your credit report. Check to make sure 
no inquiries have been made without your permission. Having too many inquiries can have a bad effect on your 
credit score. Your own requests to see your own credit report do not affect your score.

Account information

This section contains information about all of your credit accounts including loans, credit cards, department store 
cards, lines of credit, and consumer loans. The account information usually includes the creditor, account num-
ber, balance owed, credit limit, and the rating on your account. 

All account ratings contain a number and a letter. The letter is an R, I, or O. This refers to the type of credit you 
have.

“R” stands for revolving credit. This is the kind of credit where you are given a limit up to which you can spend. 
When you make a payment, that credit is ready to use again, so it ‘revolves’. Examples of revolving credit include 
credit cards, overdraft protection, and lines of credit.  

“I” is for instalment credit. This is the kind of credit where you receive an amount of money all at once and then 
pay back in regular instalment payments until the balance is zero. Examples include a car loan, student loan, or 
mortgage.

“O” stands for open credit. This is the kind of credit where you get a bill in the mail monthly and you are expect-
ed to pay it in full. Examples include a phone bill or utility bill. These often do not report on a regular basis to the 
credit bureaus.

Each credit account also gets a number rating on a scale between 0 and 9. R1 means you pay your bills on time 
according to the terms of your credit agreement. R9 means you have not paid your bills as agreed and the        
account has been placed for collection. 
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For instance, you may have an R1 on a credit card if you pay it on time every month. At the same time, you might 
have R9 on a student loan you did not pay and was sent for collection.

Rating Description

R0 Too new to rate: approved but not used

R1 Pays within 30 days of billing, or pays as agreed

R2 Pays in more than 30 days but less than 60 or one payment past due

R3 Pays in more than 60 days but less than 90 or two payments past due

R4 Pays in more than 90 days but less than 120 or three or more payments past due

R5 Account is at least 120 days past due but is not yet rated R9

R6 No rating exists

R7 Paid through a consolidation order, consumer proposal or credit counselling debt management 
program

R8 Repossession of security

R9 Bad debt or placed for collection or bankruptcy

These ratings affect how people will view your report and your credit worthiness. Make sure that all the    
information in this section is correct.  

Banking information

This contains information about any bank accounts you have. It will also include whether you have any   
Not Sufficient Funds (NSF), or ‘bounced’ cheques on your account.

Public information

This is any information about accounts that have gone to collections. It will say if you have ever been bankrupt.  
It also lists judgements made against you when a creditor has taken you to court.  

Consumer statement

This is where you can add a statement to explain any of the information on your report. For instance, if you  
received a poor rating on one of your accounts, you could explain that you were unemployed for a time or that 
you suffered a set-back due to illness.
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Credit scores

A credit score is a score between 300 and 900 that credit bureaus use to rate the information in your credit  
report. Credit bureaus use a mathematical formula based on many factors to arrive at your credit score. 

There are 5 main factors used to arrive at your credit score. They do not all have equal weight. Some count for 
more than others do.
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Payment history (35%)

This factor carries the most weight. Lenders are most concerned with your past borrowing and whether you re-
pay your debts on time. Paying bills late or having unpaid accounts sent to collections will lower your score.

Amounts owed (30%)

This factor compares the amount of debt you have to the amount of credit available to you. The closer you are to 
your credit limit, the more it affects your score. 

Length of credit history (15%)

This factor looks at how long you have been using credit. It can help your credit score if you keep accounts open 
that you’ve had for a long time.    

New credit & inquiries (10%)

Every time you apply for new credit, it is recorded as an ‘inquiry’ on your report. If there are a lot of inquiries on 
your report, it can lower your score. Lenders may wonder why you are applying for so much credit at once.
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Types of credit (10%)

Having different types of credit can improve your score. It shows you know how to manage different forms of 
credit, such as credit cards, lines of credit, car loans, and student loans.  

Other factors that affect your score

• If you have had accounts turned over to collections, it can lower your score a lot

• If you have filed for bankruptcy, it can lower your score a lot.  

Factors that do not affect your score

• Inquiries that you make into your own credit report will not affect your score

• Mortgage information may appear in your credit report, but it is not used to calculate your credit score.
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Correcting common errors on credit reports

Incorrect personal information

Make sure your name, Social Insurance Number, address, employment, and contact information are all up to 
date.

Incorrect account information

If there is an account on your report you do not recognize, you may be the victim of identity theft. 

• Sometimes an account that is yours can appear on your report more than once and this can affect your 
score  

• Check to make sure the information listed about the account is correct, including your credit limit, bal-
ance owed, and payment history.

Uninvited inquiries

Make sure you have given permission to view your credit report to anyone listed under your inquiries. No one 

should see your credit report unless you say they can. Too many inquiries can have a bad effect on your score.  

Expired information

Some kinds of information should not stay on your report past a certain amount of time. If they stay on too long, 

they can have a bad effect on your score. The length of time depends on:

• The type of information

• The rules in the province you live in

• The rules at each credit bureau. 

The next page shows charts for Equifax and TransUnion. They list how long information can stay on your report 

by province.  

6 Contents

Prosper Canada Centre for Financial Literacy



Module 7 - Credit Reporting

Module 7 - Credit reporting HANDOUT 7-8, continued

These charts from Equifax and TransUnion credit bureaus show how long information can stay on your report by 
province.
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Source: Equifax and TransUnion
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What to do if you identify an error on your report

1. Find the documents that prove there is an error. For instance, if the report says you did not pay a bill, find 

the receipt that shows you made the payment.

2. Make a copy of your proof. 

3. Call the credit bureau. Explain the error. Find out what they need from you so that they can do a check on 
the item in dispute. 

4. Send the credit bureau a letter or fill out their dispute form. Include all the information needed to check 

into and correct the error. This process can take up to 30 days. 

5. The credit bureau will contact the creditor or financial institution to confirm that an error was made. 

6. If they agree an error was made, the credit bureau has 30 days to correct the error on your report (90 days 
in Alberta). 

7. If the financial institution does not think there was an error, you can still write a statement explaining your 

side of the story. The credit bureau will add this to your report.

8. You can also contact the financial institution to register a complaint.  By law, all financial institutions in 

Canada must have a process for resolving complaints from customers.    
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Credit score scenarios

Scenario #1: John

John has three credit cards. Here are his credit limits and balances:

Card Limit Balance

Sears $1000 $999

VISA $5000 $5500

MasterCard $3500 $3000

John does not keep track of the due dates on the bills. Instead, he sends a payment sometime after his mid-
month paycheque.

Scenario #2: Amir

Amir has applied for and received four credit cards since he moved to Canada because he understood he needed 
to build a credit history. He has never used any of them because he does not like the idea of paying interest. He 
prides himself on paying cash for everything. Amir and his wife are thinking about buying a house. They will soon 
go to the bank to apply for a mortgage.

Scenario #3: Yin

Yin found out last year that she was the victim of identity theft. She began to get bills for a bunch of credit cards 
that she never applied for. She ignored the bills and the collection phone calls that followed.

Scenario #4: Sarah

Sarah had five credit cards, a cell phone plan, and a consumer loan for a computer. Last year Sarah lost her job. 
She is collecting social assistance while she looks for work. She rotates her bill payments, paying the minimum 
payment only every two months. She cancelled her cell phone contract, but there was a cancellation fee of $200. 
She could not pay it, and it has gone to collections.

7 Contents

Prosper Canada Centre for Financial Literacy



Module 7 - Credit Reporting

Module 7 - Credit reporting HANDOUT 7-10

Ways to improve your credit score

Pay your bills on time. This is a great way to show that you can manage credit wisely. Late payments or accounts 
sent to collections can really hurt your score. Utility bill payments are not recorded in your score monthly. But 
those debts will be in the public records section if you reach a collection stage. Cell phones, credit cards and loan 
payments will be reported monthly. Keep track of your due dates and manage your money so you can pay all 
your bills on time.

If you cannot pay on time, take action. Get in touch with the creditor and ask to work something out, so that it 
does not go on your credit repord. If you become ill or disabled, check the terms of your loans and other credit to 
see if you are insured so that your payments will be covered.

Try to pay your credit card balances in full. This shows you have the money to cover the credit you use. It is also 
a good way to prevent debt from getting out of control. If you can’t pay in full, pay as much as you can, but pay it 
on time. Be sure to at least make the minimum payment.

Pay your debt as fast as you can. The longer your debt remains, the more it seems that you are unable to handle 
it, and this will hurt your score. Take on only the amount of credit that you can manage.

Stay within your credit limit. Do not go over your credit limit on your cards or other sources of credit. The higher 
your balance, the more it affects your score. Try to keep your balance well below your credit limit. 

Do not apply for credit too often. It can be good to show that you know how to handle different types of credit. 
But applying for too much credit in a short period of time can be taken as a sign of financial instability. Each of 
these applications results in an inquiry to the credit bureau. Too many inquiries on your record will hurt your 
score.

Do use credit. Sometimes a poor credit score just means that a person does not use credit much. You cannot 
build a credit history without using credit. Just make sure that when you do use it, you use it wisely.

Correct errors. Get a copy of your credit report. Make sure there are no errors. Mistakes may not be your fault, 
but it is your responsibility to fix them.  
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Goal setting

Example:

Goal: Get a copy of my credit report When?

Tasks: 
• Fill out and send request to replace my missing 

identification

This Friday

• Photocopy ID As soon as it arrives

• Fill out and send both credit report request forms Within one week of receiving  my ID

1. Goal:

Tasks: When?

2. Goal:

Tasks: When?
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Resources

Financial Consumer Agency of Canada 
www.fcac-acfc.gc.ca 
This website gives examples of both Equifax and TransUnion credit reports. It has resources on how to 
read them and correct errors.

Equifax 
www.equifax.ca 
This website offers access to your credit history and score for a fee as well as a free credit education 
centre.

Equifax Credit Report request form 
www.equifax.com/ecm/canada/EFXCreditReportRequestForm.pdf

TransUnion www.tuc.ca 
This website offers credit monitoring products and services for sale and also has a credit learning  
centre. 

TransUnion Credit Report request form 
www.transunion.ca/docs/personal/Consumer_Disclosure_Request_Form_en.pdf 

TransUnion form for Quebec residents 
www.transunion.ca/docs/personal/Consumer_Disclosure_Request_Form_quebec_en.pdf

Financial Basics videos
A great selection of videos narrated by Ellen Roseman, including one on Understanding Credit and 
Credit Reporting. 
http://www.fcac-acfc.gc.ca/Eng/resources/educationalPrograms/financialBasics/Pages/elearning-ap-
prligne.aspx

Office of Consumer Affairs 
http://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/oca-bc.nsf/eng/ca02179.html
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Glossary

Bankruptcy: When a person does not have enough money to pay their debts and cannot get more credit to borrow, 
they can file for bankruptcy. This may involve selling items off and making monthly payments to your creditors until 
you are discharged from your debt. The process may take over a year or more and you must pay a trustee to  
administer the process.

Collections: Agencies that go after people who have not paid their debts and try to get the money back for the 
lender 

Credit bureau: A company that gathers information about you as a borrower and provides reports about your  
credit-worthiness

Credit check: A request to a credit bureau for a report about your credit worthiness

Credit limit: The amount of credit you have available to you. Your credit limit is shown on your credit card statement.

Credit rating: In a credit report, each of your accounts gets a rating. For instance, if you have a credit card and a car 
loan, you get ratings for each of these. The rating is a number from 0 to 9. A rating of 1 means you pay your bills on 
time and follow the terms of your credit agreement. A rating of 9 means you did not pay a debt and the account has 
been sent to collections. 

Credit score: A score between 300 and 900 that credit bureaus use to rate the information in your credit report. 
Credit bureaus use a mathematical formula based on many factors to arrive at your credit score. 

Creditor: Someone to whom you owe money

Credit worthy: Having a good credit ‘track record’. This makes it easier to get access to credit at lower interest rates. 

Identity theft: When someone steals information about you and uses it to buy things or get cash in your name

Instalment credit: The kind of credit where you receive an amount of money all at once and then pay back in regular 
instalment payments until the balance is zero, such as a car loan

Not Sufficient Funds: (NSF for short.) What the bank calls a cheque that you write when there is not enough money 
in your account to cover it. This results in a penalty fee.

Open credit: The kind of credit where you get a bill in the mail monthly, such as a phone bill, and you are expected  
to pay it in full

Revolving credit: The kind of credit where you are given a limit up to which you can spend, such as a credit card.
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