
A good credit score can get you the best deals on 
credit cards, car loans, and mortgages; a bad one 
can mean paying a higher rate that costs you 
thousands of dollars more in interest. This shows 
how your everyday money habits influence your 
score, and steps you can take to improve it.

TRACKING YOUR CREDIT REV UP YOUR SCORE 

CREDIT BUREAUS UPDATE
YOUR REPORTS
Each bureau maintains a 
credit report—an overview 
of how much you can 
borrow, how much you 
owe, and how responsibly 
you’ve paid your bills.

HOW’S YOUR
CREDIT?

AUTOMATE YOUR PAYMENTS
The surest way to pay your bills in full and 
on time each month: Set up recurring 
payments through your credit card or 
checking account.

Order your credit reports for free once a 
year at annualcreditreport.com. Contact 
the bureaus right away to fix any mistakes. 
Get a free credit score from Credit Karma, 
or an actual FICO score from your card 
issuer or at myFICO.com.

CHECK YOUR FILES
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CREDIT CARDS ARE LIKE BANK ACCOUNTS

Checking your own credit reports or credit scores 
has no effect. Even applying to multiple lenders 
(who each check your credit) usually makes only a 
small and temporary dent. It’s safe—and smart—to 
shop around.

Carrying a balance on your credit card from month 
to month may hurt your score. The more you owe, 
the lower your score—and the more interest you pay.

CREDIT MYTHS

Using a credit card is like taking out a loan. It’s not 
like withdrawing cash. Cards should be treated 
with the same level of care and responsibility as a 
car loan or a mortgage, except that you should try 
to pay off your entire balance each month.
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CHECKING YOUR SCORE LOWERS IT

PAYING INTEREST RAISES YOUR SCORE
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your payment history 

how much you owe presently

how long you’ve had credit 

your mix of credit

recent applications for new credit

THESE FIVE FACTORS DETERMINE YOUR SCORE

WHAT’S IN A SCORE?
The Fair Isaac Corporation (FICO) provides the
most widely used scores. These FICO scores
range from                       The higher the better,
but 750 or more will likely get you the best
deals on loans.

300 to 850.
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YOU APPLY TO
BORROW MORE

YOU PAY YOUR LENDER
The credit card company or 
student loan servicer (for 
example) sends a record of your 
payment to the three major 
credit bureaus: Equifax, 
Experian, and TransUnion.

START

LENDERS LOAN YOU
MORE MONEY
Or not. Whether you’re a good 
risk to borrow—as well as how 
much money and at what 
interest rate—largely depends 
on your reports.

A CREDIT SCORE IS
CALCULATED

Maybe it’s time to take 
out a loan to buy a car, or 
a mortgage for a house.

This three-digit rating is 
a snapshot of how well 
you handle debt. (See 
“What’s in a Score?”)
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Just getting started? Ask your landlord to 
report your on-time rental payments to the 
credit bureaus. Consider programs that build 
credit through timely utility payments 
(ExperianBoost) or well-managed bank 
accounts (UltraFICO).

TAKE CHARGE EARLY


