
The impact of social housing rent-payment 
data on credit scoring 
Credit is a useful financial management tool for many individuals, 
but applicants with little or no credit experience or history are more 
likely to be declined, or to pay a higher price for credit. People on 
a low income often fall into this group. This study, led by Big Issue 
Invest, explored whether including social housing rent-payment data 
in credit scoring could help bridge this information gap by providing a 
fuller picture of people’s payment behaviour and so increase access to 
affordable credit and other financial services. 

Key findings 
Data provided by participating banks revealed similar levels of credit applications between tenants 
and homeowners. However, in general, tenants are twice as likely to be declined as homeowners, and 
despite credit screening are twice as likely to default. This makes lenders wary of the tenant market, yet 
interested in the potential of new data to improve their credit assessment process for tenants. 

Adding in social housing rent-payment data to an industry-standard, credit-scoring model developed by 
Experian resulted in a significant improvement in the predictive power of this scorecard for the thin and 
empty file population, i.e. those with no or a limited credit history on credit bureaux. 

Around 30 per cent of tenants (over 1.5 million people) could be affected by improvements in credit 
decisions if social housing rent payment data were shared. 

The analysis also found that rent-payment data sharing would 
significantly improve tenants’ ability to pass electronic identity 
authentication tests, which are routinely used today to access 
financial and other services. Up to 40 per cent of tenants who would 
currently fail an electronic identity check would pass if rent data 
were included. 

Key recommendation 
This study confirmed that sharing social housing rent-payment data 
with credit reference agencies and the lending industry would have 
benefits for low-income social housing tenants.  It is recommended 
that rent-payment data on social housing tenant accounts and a rent 
credit-scoring model should be routinely shared and used to improve 
the fairness and effectiveness of credit decisions. 
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Policy context
Financial inclusion has been a concern of 
Government and of social landlords for some years. 
Tenants, principally social ones, are known to be 
among those having the most difficulties with 
finance and exclusion. Government has encouraged 
financial inclusion through support for financial 
education, money advice, basic bank accounts, 
savings schemes and affordable lending by non-
bank providers. 

About the study
Led by big Issue Invest, this proof of concept 
project set out to determine whether including 
new, alternative sources of data in credit scoring 
and decision-making would increase the ability 
of mainstream lenders to better assess the credit-
worthiness of low-income consumers and 
thereby increase access to affordable mainstream 
credit and other financial services. The project 
focused on social housing rent-payment data to 
establish whether reliable payers of rent are being 
unnecessarily declined or charged overly high 
interest rates by lenders. 

This groundbreaking study is the first of its kind 
to investigate whether the ‘information gap’ or 
‘information asymmetry’ in the credit market 
between higher-income and lower-income 
consumers is one of the factors underlying financial 
exclusion.  

The study involved a detailed analysis of 50,000 
social housing rental accounts. Rent-payment 
data was added to a generic credit-scoring model 
constructed and tested by credit-reference and 
credit-scoring professionals, Experian.   
 
The information gap
Over the past 25 years, credit has taken on an 
increasingly important role in the UK economy, to 
the extent that concern is now focused on reducing 
over-indebtedness and ensuring more responsible 
borrowing. 

There is a high degree of automation involved in 
making lending decisions.  computerised decision 
processing and credit-scoring techniques are 
used to assess the probability that customers can 
and will meet their financial commitments. The 
underlying analysis behind such systems relies on 

lenders’ records, supplemented by data received 
from a credit reference agency. Increasingly, 
credit reference agencies have become powerful 
third party collators of data and ‘translators’ of 
individuals’ creditworthiness through their generic 
credit scores, which are used by many lending 
institutions in their credit decision-making. 

Applicants with little or no credit experience or 
without a history of credit provision from providers 
that share data with a credit reference agency 
are more likely to be declined or to pay a higher 
price for credit. This is because credit providers 
frequently ‘price for risk’ and those with thin or 
empty files in particular attract higher rates as they 
are judged to be riskier. Even if they are reliable 
payers, if there is no information to prove this at 
a credit bureau they will be considered a riskier 
customer. 

Effectively, those outside the credit mainstream 
are trapped in a ‘catch 22’ situation. How does 
one build a credit history when denied access to 
mainstream credit and banking services? could 
sharing non-traditional or ‘alternative’ data, such 
as rent-payment data, help bridge this information 
gap by providing a fuller picture of people’s 
payment behaviour?  This study set out to answer 
this question.

Participants’ perspectives
The social tenant market is made up of 4.3 million 
properties in the UK managed by about 2,300 
social landlords. Around 5.2 million tenants are 
estimated to be ‘credit active’ and could be affected 
by improvements in credit decisions if social 
housing rent-payment data were shared (and a 
further 3.5 million if private rent-payment data 
were included). 

Social landlords approached during this project 
were supportive of the project’s objective of 
investigating a new approach to tackling financial 
exclusion. The research team worked with two 
– Affinity Sutton and the Riverside Group – to 
obtain rent-payment data for analysis from 50,000 
tenants.

Focus group interviews revealed that many tenants 
find mainstream bank relationships difficult. 
Tenants felt that banks overcharge for being 



overdrawn for very small amounts and have a lot of 
hidden charges. Some tenants found credit hard to 
get and others were used to being declined. 

Tenants were cautious but potentially open to the 
idea of rent-payment data sharing if it could improve 
their chances of accessing affordable mainstream 
credit and other services, such as mobile phone 
contracts or better deals with utility providers. 
Respondents became more positive when asked how 
they felt if a known and trusted organisation, such as 
The big Issue, was involved as a partner either alone 
or with a credit reference agency. 

The project team sought the views of the 
mainstream lending industry throughout the 
project, and three high street banks provided 
lending data for analysis.  Data provided by these 
banks revealed little difference between credit 
application levels from tenants and owners. 
However, in general, bank data revealed that 
a tenant is twice as likely to be declined as a 
homeowner, and despite this screening is twice as 
likely to default. This makes lenders wary of the 
tenant market. However, they remain interested in 
the potential of new data to improve their tenant 
credit assessment process.  

Rent-payment data and credit 
scoring
Following a tender process, big Issue Invest worked 
with credit reference agency and credit scoring 
specialist Experian to analyse rent-payment data in 
depth and to create a credit-scoring model from it. 

Experian found that nearly 30 per cent of social 
housing tenants had thin/empty credit files (i.e. 
they had limited or no information recorded with 
a credit reference agency), which is very high – 
nearly twice the UK average for the credit active 
population. The proportion of tenants with a 
history of default and adverse credit history is also 
high, at 34 per cent compared to 20 per cent for 
the UK average population. 

Adding in the rent-payment data to Experian’s 
generic application score resulted in a significant 
improvement in the predictive power of the 
scorecard for the thin and empty file population, 
i.e. those with little or no information on Experian’s 
credit bureau. 

Experian also assessed the degree to which the 
addition of rent-payment data would enable 
more people to meet automated identity checks. 
Lenders typically require either one or two bureau 
data based proofs for identity validation, such as 
voters’ roll confirmation and active credit accounts. 
Significantly, the results showed that currently up 
to 40 per cent of tenants would fail an electronic 
identity check. Hence, adding in rent data (name 
and address data only) would have a significant 
benefit, allowing these people to have their 
identities authenticated electronically. 

Benefits of rent-payment data 
sharing
Having established the predictive power of rent-
payment data, it was important to gauge the impact 
of the rent-payment data upon the levels and 
nature of future credit decisions in the UK, and the 
benefits to tenants. In order to assess these impacts, 
George Wilkinson, a recognised consumer credit 
expert, built a model to estimate the number and 
nature of lending decisions on a national basis. 

based on the findings of Experian’s analysis and 
the analysis of bank lending data, the estimated 
benefits from rent-payment data sharing are as 
follows:

•    increased access to banking services for low-
income tenants;

•   a potential increase in new credit applicants of 
up to an estimated 75,000 a year;

•   previously declined applications could be 
reconsidered for those with thin/empty files;

•   a relatively modest ‘reduction in losses’ due to 
better credit decisions, with an estimated loss 
avoidance of about £20 million a year; 

•    improved credit ‘risk-based pricing’, which 
would benefit social tenants in terms of lower 
interest rates (this is hard to quantify but most 
personal loans and some credit cards apply 
higher rates to those judged to be higher risk);

•   better electronic identification for financial and 
other services; 

•   fraud reduction due to more comprehensive 
data, enabling better corroboration of personal 
circumstances. 



Conclusions
This study confirmed that sharing social housing rent-payment data with credit reference agencies and 
the lending industry would have benefits for low-income social housing tenants.  It provided significant 
uplift from typical credit risk scores for the thin file/empty file population, potentially benefiting over 
1.5 million people. 

Integration of rent-payment data into credit scoring models and/or decision systems would make 
mainstream credit more accessible and affordable to a significant number of social housing tenants. 
It would also result in less lending to those that cannot support more credit and so reduce over-
indebtedness and support more responsible borrowing. 

Tenants may also be able to access mortgages and shared ownership schemes more easily. The mortgage 
underwriting process could be speeded up, more complete and cheaper to carry out if rent data were shared. 

Lenders would see an important reduction in bad debt losses of about £20 million a year, as well as an 
estimated 6 per cent annual increase in new lending to social housing tenants. 

Government could also benefit from rent payment data sharing.  Such information on the UK’s lowest-
income segment of society could be integrated into models that look at public service needs and help 
improve the targeting of public services.  

Recommendations
Rent-payment data on social housing tenant accounts and a rent credit-scoring model should be routinely 
shared and used to improve the fairness and effectiveness of credit decisions. Other associated uses, such as 
improving identification and mortgage underwriting, should be developed and applied to further enhance 
the benefits to tenants. bringing such data into the marketplace would help address the information gap 
that leaves many low-income people living in a more expensive and seemingly unfair economy. 

Further information
This summary is available in print and as a pdf from Friends Provident Foundation 
(foundation.enquiries@friendsprovident.co.uk and www.friendsprovidentfoundation.
org). The full report, The Impact of Social Housing Rent-Payment Data on Credit Scoring 
by Sarah Forster and George Wilkinson, is published by Big Issue Invest and can be 
downloaded from www.bigissueinvest.com or www.friendsprovidentfoundation.org. 
 
Published by Friends Provident Foundation, an independent grant-making charity. The 
views expressed in this summary are those of the authors, and not necessarily those of 
the Foundation. 
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