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The first credit society  
is formed in London when a 
group of tailors join forces 
to swap information about 
customers who fail  
to settle their debts.

The Manchester Guardian 
Society is formed as 
‘The Society of Guardians 
for the Protection of 
Tradesmen against 
Swindlers, Sharpers and 
Other Fraudulent Persons’. 
It issues a monthly circular 
with information about 
people who fail to pay  
their debts. 

One of the earliest US 
credit associations is 
established in Dallas, 
Texas, by Jim Chilton. 

Cleveland Cap Screw 
Company is founded in 
Ohio. It’s the beginning  
of TRW Inc.

Chilton Corporation 
operates five tele-autograph 
machines, which transmit 
handwritten information 
using the telephone line.

1951

The first UK charge card 
is introduced, called the 
Finders Services.

1953
Ramo-Wooldridge 
Corporation is 
established in the US 
by Simon Ramo and 
Dean Wooldridge, as a 
specialist electronics 
business. It wins 
the contract for the 
newly launched 
Intercontinental Ballistic 
Missile Programme.

Simon Ramo and Dean 
Wooldridge become the 
most famous aerospace 
engineers in the US, 
appearing on the cover  
of TIME magazine.

Thompson-Ramo-
Wooldridge Inc is formed 
when Ramo-Woolridge 
merges with Thompson 
Products. It begins to 
research the application 
of computers to new 
commercial markets.

In a lecture, Simon Ramo  
predicts the ‘cashless 
society’. He could 
forsee how information 
technology could change 
the way people lived.

The Association of 
Credit Bureaus in the US 
conducts the first studies 
into the application of 
computer technologies to 
credit reporting. 

The first UK credit card 
is issued. It’s the first one 
outside the US.

GUS gives the go-ahead 
for its furnishings chain 
Cavendish Woodhouse 
to start to computerise. 

Serasa is formed by a 
consortium of leading 
Brazilian banks. The 
company starts small, 
sharing an office with 
one of the banking 
associations, Febraban,  
in downtown Sao Paulo. 

TRW Inc buys the San 
Francisco based Credit 
Data Corporation. And 
enters the credit reporting 
industry.

Random Access Memory 
(RAM) is developed and 
in a decade renders 
magnetic tapes obsolete. 

John Peace joins GUS 
in 1969 as a 19-year-old 
computer programmer. 

1960s
In the UK, the furnishings 
chain of GUS sells using 
hire purchase credit. The 
company is faced with the 
issue of managing bad 
debt in the absence of 
a centralised system for 
keeping records.

In the US, TRW Credit Data 
recognises that accuracy 
would be greatly improved 
if lenders submitted 
information in a standard 
format. The traditional credit 
report is replaced with the 
Updated Credit Profile which 
speeds up processing and 
helps create a more reliable 
database.

Universal Stores is  
founded by Abraham Rose in 
Manchester, England.

1936

1900

1950s
War-time restrictions are 
lifted by US government, 
widening access to 
and demand for credit. 

Chilton adopts a 
punch-card system for 
processing information. 

GUS’s mail order  
houses adopt the IBM 360  
computer for handling  
credit information. Data  
is stored on removable 
disks, with magnetic 
surfaces. 

1970s

GUS combines data from 
its mail order companies 
with the database of its 
furnishing company, 
Cavendish Woodhouse,  
plus the UK electoral roll. 

Punch cards are replaced by 
magnetic tapes. Each tape 
that can store as much data 
as 10,000 punch cards.

GUS pioneers the use of 
credit scoring. 1970

TRW’s first centralised  
and computerised  
data centre is set up  
in Anaheim, California.

In a bid to build a 
nationwide network, 
TRW Credit Data 
establishes its first 
affiliate relationship with 
the Credit Bureau of 
Phoenix, Arizona. 

1971

The first Fair Credit 
Reporting Act is passed 
in the US. It establishes a 
standard legal framework 
for credit reporting 
agencies.

1973
TRW Credit Data 
creates its first Legislative 
Affairs Group, as part of 
its social obligation to 
the community.

1974
TRW Credit Data enters 
the business credit 
market, but struggles to 
make a profit.

1980
CCN is launched. It 
commercialises GUS 
credit reporting database, 
and begins selling credit 
and direct marketing 
services.

1980s
Radical reforms transform the UK 
economy, including the deregulation 
of financial services. This precipitates 
greater competition in financial services 
and new entrants into the market.

TRW Credit Data expands  
into marketing services. Names and 
addresses are supplemented by 
information in the public domain.

Serasa adopts telex machines to link its 
branches to its data processing centre.

TRW Credit Data develops a small 
direct marketing business, supplying 
mailing lists based on pre-screening, 
where credit histories are reviewed to 
determine the suitability of individuals 
for pre-approved credit offers.

By the mid-1980s TRW had 65 
affiliated bureaux.

In the late 1980s CCN International lays 
the foundations for the development 
of the EMEA and Asia Pacific regions, 
opening offices across Europe, in South 
Africa and in Australia.

1981

CCN launches a  
national network of  
easy-access terminals 
for use by clients. Its 
wealth of data becomes 
available on screen.

1982
Serasa installs its  
first computer and  
opens its first data 
processing centre.

1983

CCN introduces Credit 
Account Information Sharing 
(CAIS). It is based on the 
premise that credit risk can 
be more accurately predicted 
if clients submitting their 
own information on an 
anonymous basis can  
view the equivalent  
data submitted by other 
willing clients.

A consumer programme – 
WATCH – is trialled by TRW. 
For an annual subscription 
of $10, consumers are told 
when any adverse data is 
added to their file. It is the 
first product sold directly  
to consumers.

1984

CCN moves into 
business information 
by acquiring the assets 
of the Manchester 
Guardian Society.

CCN develops credit 
scoring with the aim of 
building scoring systems 
that are fair to both the 
credit provider and to 
the consumer. Clients 
are attracted by the 
significant reduction in 
bad debts.

 

CCN introduces the 
first automated credit 
application system, 
Autoscore. It allows 
credit decisions to be 
made with great speed 
and accuracy.

1985
CCN creates Mosaic –  
a detailed demographic 
picture of the UK 
population classifying 
individuals by type of 
neighbourhood. 

1986

TRW becomes the  
first credit reporting 
agency to cover all  
50 US states.

‘Credentials’ is launched, 
in the US linking 
consumers directly 
with their own credit 
information. It starts 
with a mass invitation 
mailing to eight million 
Californian households.

1989
Serasa’s database was 
linked directly to the 
banks’ own computers 
through what was known 
as the Host-Host System 
Connection.

1990s

“A TRW” becomes the 
generic term for a personal 
credit report.

Serasa believes in the 
importance of strengthening 
employee commitment 
and pursues a pioneering 
approach that earns it the 
recognition of being one of 
the best employers in Brazil.

CCN starts developing 
credit agencies in countries 
around the world, including 
South Africa, Italy and Spain.

For the first time, consumers 
are given easy-to-understand 
advice and information 
about the credit assessment 
process, its impact on 
their financial status, and 
what their rights are. CCN 
becomes the first UK agency 
to make this material 
available online.

1991

John Peace becomes 
Chief Executive of CCN. 

Sales of marketing 
services rise rapidly. 
Growth is fuelled by 
a huge expansion in 
direct marketing, still 
dominated by direct mail, 
although telemarketing 
is now increasing in 
importance.

1995

TRW starts a financial 
advice column named 
‘Ask Max’ as part of the 
company’s commitment 
to public financial 
education.

In January, TRW agrees 
to sell its information 
services division, TRW 
IS&S, to private equity 
investors. The deal is 
signed on 19 September 
1996. The business could 
no longer trade under the 
TRW name. A new name 
has to be chosen.

File One is launched –  
a highly advanced new 
system enabling the 
creation of a single file 
for each consumer using 
a personal identification 
number. 

1997

Serasa transforms its 
database of negative 
information on individuals into 
a consumer credit bureau.

Experian acquires Metromail. 
The acquisition is not a 
success and are later seen as 
having been a step too far.

1998
John Peace first outlines 
his ambition to establish 
a major presence in 
Brazil, explaining that 
the country is the largest 
market in Latin America.

1999
The first attempt 
to create a global 
structure is made. 
Experian establishes a 
global board, a global 
management board 
and separate operating 
boards for North  
America and Europe.

By now, Experian is the 
most profitable business 
within GUS, contributing 
to over one third of 
trading profits. It is a 
high growth, fast-moving 
business.

John Peace becomes the 
first Chief Executive of GUS. 
His focus is on maximising 
value for GUS shareholders. 
He starts to rationalise 
the GUS parent and sets 
the group on the road to 
demerger.

Serasa holds its first  
annual volunteer day. 

The development of multi-
channel marketing gains 
pace as businesses adopt a 
range of media to reach their 
audience, from telephone 
and television advertising, 
to mailings, catalogues and 
online promotion. 

Don Robert joins Experian 
to run the North America 
credit reporting business. 

Experian North America 
developes the successful 
‘e-series’ online identity 
authentication system.

Serasa holds data not just 
on every one of the 8.6 
million companies formed 
in Brazil, but on almost 
every economically active 
individual in the country.

Experian purchases 
ConsumerInfo.com 
laying the foundations 
for Experian’s direct-to-
consumer business. 

2003
Experian opens its new data 
centre in Nottingham.

2004
Experian enters 
email marketing 
with the acquisition 
of Cheetahmail, 
establishing a firm 
foothold in the 
burgeoning digital 
marketplace.

Experian further bolsters 
its marketing services 
operations with the 
acquisition of QAS, a 
specialist in helping 
organisations maintain 
accurate and up-to-date 
address information 
about their customers.

Russia is identified as 
a key market. Experian 
establishes a joint 
venture credit bureau 
with Interfax. Later, the 
Savings Bank of the 
Russian Federation 
(Sberbank) joins the  
joint venture.

2005

In February, Don Robert is 
appointed Chief Executive 
Officer of the Experian 
Group. He sets out to 
create a single integrated 
organisation from the two 
sides of the business.

In the spring, Don Robert 
brings the management 
team together in Phoenix, 
Arizona for the first Global 
Management Growth 
Conference. For the first 
time, a vision and strategy 
for a global organisation  
is articulated.

Demerger preparations 
take place. An 
international roadshow 
launches to educate 
investors about Experian. 
The slogan used is ‘Data, 
Decisions, Distribution’. 

In October, Experian 
is launched as an 
independent company and 
is listed on the London 
Stock Exchange. Shares 
are priced at £5.60 each.

Experian shares drop 
to a low point of £2.74 
as investors take fright 
during the global 
financial crisis.

Don Robert tells the 
management team 
“you can’t cut your 
way to growth”.  Senior 
executives are given 
responsibility for specific 
growth initiatives and the 
Global Growth Programme 
is born.

Serasa Experian 
involves 1,800 people 
across 60 branches and 
supports more than 60 
social organisations in 
it’s annual volunteer day.  

2009
Extraordinary times. 
Contrary to external 
expectations, Experian 
navigates successfully 
through the global 
financial crisis, growing 
throughout.

2010
Experian Credit 
Information Company 
of India began operating 
in August 2010.

2011
Success in Brazil 
encourages further 
expansion in Latin 
America. Experian 
acquires Computec,  
the leading credit  
bureau in Colombia.

Pre-tax profits for 
Experian exceed $1bn  
for the first time.

2012

Heart of Experian 
is launched with the 
aim of matching the 
standards of other world-
leading organisations in 
raising the enthusiasm, 
commitment and 
involvement of each 
employee.

Experian shares  
close above £10 for  
the first time.

Experian takes the 
decision to review and 
relaunch its approach 
to corporate and social 
responsibility.

2013
Experian launches a 
credit bureau in Australia.

Fourty-five years since 
Serasa was founded.

1996

2001

2000s

1991-1995

The re-naming of TRW’s 
information services 
division comes down to 
two choices – Experian or 
Signifact. Experian is the 
name that resonates the 
most and is selected.

Experian is sold by its 
new private equity owners. 
It is acquired by GUS on 
14 November 1996 for 
$1.7bn. It brings together 
two industry leaders. 
Experian in the US and 
CCN in the UK. 

In a bid to boost the 
marketing services 
business in the US, 
Experian acquires Direct 
Marketing Technology 
(Direct Tech). 

2006 For Don Robert, an international perspective is a key part  
of Experian’s make-up: 

‘I truly think we are different because we’re 
not an American company. This is a company 
that started in the UK and expanded first into 
Europe, then into America, then into Asia  
and then into Latin America.’
Don Robert 

1926
The Cleveland Cap  
Screw Company is named 
Thomson Products, and 
it is the world’s leading 
manufacturer of car valves.

Nearly all American 
department stores 
offer revolving 
credit accounts.

1959

The first scoring model 
for a bank credit card is 
devised, but US credit 
reporting agencies do not 
adopt credit scoring until 
the 1980s.

1960 

Serasa now has a 
network of 26 branches, 
with one in each of 
Brazil’s states. 

TRW acquires Chilton 
Corporation.

1988

1979

Universal Stores 
ventures into mail order 
and changes its name to 
Great Universal Stores.

Isaac Wolfson joins GUS 
as a buyer and turns the 
company into the largest 
retail conglomerate in  
the UK. 2002

‘I did not know enough 
to give up.’

Simon Ramo 

‘We answered the biggest question hanging 
over the business since the IPO – what does 
Experian look like in the event of Armageddon?’
Don Robert 

‘We were at the cutting 
edge of technology.’

David Stonehouse

‘You were encouraged to do the 
right thing, even if it cost money.’

David Coupe

‘We were the Google  
of our time.’

Gary Laben

‘Doing the right thing 
well is good business.’

Van Skilling 

‘The sharing of ideas, expertise 
and opportunities must lie at the 
heart of the new Experian.’

John Peace

‘Culturally, it is resembling 
a reverse integration.’

Don Robert 

‘Here either everyone is 
a rock star or no one is a 
rock star.’ 
Don Robert 

2007 2007-2008 sees the most 
severe downturn in the 
world economy since  
the 1930s. Banks struggle 
and face a rising tide  
of defaults.

Experian acquires a 
majority stake in Serasa, 
the market-leader in Brazil 
and the world’s fourth 
largest credit bureau. It’s 
the most significant step 
taken since the American 
and British arms of the 
business came together  
in 1996.

Experian carries out its 
first Global People Survey 
in order to measure 
employee engagement.

The first signs start to 
emerge of trouble in the 
global economy. A rapid 
decline takes place in 
the market for sub-prime 
mortgages.

An abridged version of

Experian the story so far… By Nigel Watson


