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Frequently Asked Questions  
 

Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Councils, Big Issue Invest (BII) and Experian have partnered to 
tackle the financial, digital and social exclusion challenges faced by social housing tenants in the UK.  
 
This document aims to answer the most frequently asked questions about Rental Exchange and the 
impacts on our tenants.   
 
What is the Rental Exchange?  
 
The Rental Exchange is a ‘ring-fenced’ secure database which holds rental payment information. It 
has been discussed with the Information Commissioner’s Office to ensure it complies with the Data 
Protection Act 1998. The information will allow tenants with a ‘thin file’ - a history of little or no 
credit - to build a credit score.  
 
The database can be accessed by lenders and other service providers when a tenant applies for a 
loan or service that requires a credit check or proof of identity, something that is becoming 
common-place for both private and public sector transactions.  
 
Why has it been set up?  
 
Millions of social housing tenants in the UK face financial, digital and social exclusion. One major 
cause of this is an information gap in their credit history which can exclude low-income people from 
affordable credit. They are more likely to be declined or pay a higher price for credit and other basic 
goods and services. Addressing this has been a key agenda for BII and a number of like-minded 
organisations for several years. The Rental Exchange supports BII’s mission is to give people ‘a hand 
up, not a hand out’.  
 
What is a credit file and why is it important?  
 
Anyone who is over 18 and has ever taken out credit is likely to have a credit report, held by a Credit 
Reference Agency (CRA). Experian is the UK’s leading CRA. It’s a personal history of the credit an 
individual has had, including mortgages, credit cards and even mobile phone contracts or utility bills.  
 
Many social housing tenants have a ‘thin file’. This means there is very little information about an 
individual’s financial history or circumstances - making it hard to prove identity or reliability as a 
payer and access benefits and services that mainstream society has come to regard as ‘the norm’. 
The Rental Exchange will open up new channels and services to social housing tenants, giving fairer 
access without the time-consuming need to provide paper-based evidence of identity or financial 
commitments.  
 
For more information on what a credit report is and what sort of information is on there, visit 
http://www.experian.co.uk/consumer/what-is-a-credit-report.html   
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.experian.co.uk/consumer/what-is-a-credit-report.html
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Why are Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Council talking part in the project? 
 
All of the evidence we have seen demonstrates that the majority of our tenants will be better off if 
we take part in this scheme. Tenants will be able to save money on basic goods and services such as 
white goods, utilities, mobile phone contracts and insurance. 
 
How will it work?  
 
While information about mortgage payments is included on credit reports, rent payment 
information currently isn’t. This means that tenants who make their rent payments on time are 
unable to have this positive information registered on their credit report. The more positive 
information on a credit report, the more likely an individual is to access credit, goods and services, 
and be able to prove their identity. A person’s address is the first step in proving they are who they 
say they are.  
 
Social housing providers will provide a regular feed of required and actual payment data about 
tenants’ rent payment performance into the Rental Exchange. The Rental Exchange will offer a 
secure and compliant way to include a tenant’s payment history in their credit file, strengthening 
their credit history and helping them qualify for more and lower-cost payment plans. The data will 
only be accessed when the tenant applies for goods or services where a credit or identity check is 
made through an organisation using Experian’s database.  
 
Experian processes significantly more transactions of this kind in the UK than any other organisation, 
giving the tenant the best chance of their data being available to support their application. When the 
tenant makes an application they are notified that such a check will be made, as would any 
consumer when they go to purchase certain goods or services. For example, this extends to tenants 
having the option of better tariffs on their utilities’ bill based on their credit file. This enhanced view 
of repayment history will improve the ability of lenders to treat all customers fairly, with more 
accurate lending decisions based on a deeper understanding of the individual, as is increasingly 
required by regulators.  
 
How will it benefit tenants?  
 
The Rental Exchange will enable tenants to build a positive credit history and ‘online’ proof of 
identity - increasingly important when applying, for example, for goods and services such as, a utility 
supplier, a mobile ‘phone provider or when online shopping.  
 
When will tenants start to see the benefits?  
 
The more data that starts coming into the Rental Exchange, the sooner we can work towards 
building tenants credit scores and ultimately enable access to more affordable credit. Our aim is that 
in agreement with the credit industry, data will start to be incorporated into credit scores during 
2017.  
 
 
What about data protection?  
 
Experian and BII have been in discussion with the Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) to ensure 
sharing of rental payments is fully compliant and fair to the tenant. The unequivocal benefit to 
tenants is recognised by DPA ‘legitimate interests’ provisions (DPA 1998 Sch2 para 6). The Rental 
Exchange is based on protecting tenants’ data while at the same time enabling them to ensure 
organisations can use this data to support their application. 
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The ICO recognise that tackling social, financial and digital exclusion issues through enabling tenants 
to use their information in a way that helps them is not something that should be prevented by the 
DPA, subject to tenants being provided with a very clear explanation of how this will benefit them.  
 
Who will be able to see rental data and how will it be used?  
 
Where tenants are notified, at the point of data collection and data access, this data can be made 
available to any prospective credit enquirer participating in Experian’s credit data sharing scheme as 
is currently the norm for other consumers. Data will also be made available to landlords and 
organisations undertaking property management and tenant referencing activities on behalf of 
landlords, again with the tenant being notified of this.  
 
Will rental data be included on people's credit reports?  
 
Yes, as lenders will be able to use rental data to help make decisions about credit, tenants will see 
this data when they access their credit report. Experian’s consumer website already shows the type 
of information provided to consumers: http://www.experian.co.uk/consumer/credit-reports-
explained.html   
 
What will be the process for dealing with data disputes?  
 
We will help tenants resolve any disputes in the same way we do for other types of data. The 
moment a tenant contacts their social housing provider or Experian to report a problem, Experian 
mark the data as under dispute while we investigate with the provider. This process will be made 
clear to tenants when their social housing provider chooses to join the Rental Exchange. This means 
that any organisation looking at this data must make further enquiries to ensure any decisions they 
make reflects the tenant is disputing the accuracy of this information. This is consistent with the 
requirements of the Data Protection Act 1998.  
 
Will the data be shared with third parties for marketing purposes?  
 
No, we will not share any personal data with any third parties for marketing purposes.  
 
Which social housing providers are involved?  
 
A proof of concept study using anonymised rental data from two large housing association showed 
the Rental Exchange could potentially benefit over 1.5 million tenants in terms of demonstrating 
their financial reliability and identity so enabling better access to banking services, lower cost credit 
and other services, such as utilities.  
 
Experian is in discussion with over 250 other housing organisations across the UK. 
  

http://www.experian.co.uk/consumer/credit-reports-explained.html
http://www.experian.co.uk/consumer/credit-reports-explained.html
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Will missed rental payments stop people accessing affordable credit or renting a home?  
 
For the majority of people it’s the opposite, as it will help prove that they meet this regular an 
important financial commitment. Most lenders will ask a consumer about their outgoings to 
understand their situation but in the case of social tenants, lenders and tenants are currently unable 
to verify commitments and performance history without going back to their social housing provider. 
So in effect the lender and tenant can now benefit from real-time transactions on accurate, 
objective information. This will support more responsible borrowing and lending and help people 
avoid becoming over-indebted.  
 
If a tenant is unable to pay their rent, it is unlikely they are suitable for a loan or other payment 
agreement. For social housing providers, it will help identify those tenants who are financially 
vulnerable and enable them to provide an appropriate treatment strategy to help get them ‘back on 
track’.  
 
Will people whose rent, or part rent, is paid for by the government have their credit histories 
affected when payment of rent is late through no fault of their own?  
 
No. Benefit payments - including varying payment dates - will be noted and consideration given to 
any late payments. 
 
Can I be excluded from the scheme? 
 
If you think that you may not want to take part in the scheme we would like to talk to you and 
explain more about the real benefits that being included brings to you. We believe that all of our 
tenants are better off as a result of being included in this scheme. If we didn’t honestly believe that 
we would not ever of considered joining. 
 
But every case is different and if after talking to us you still want to be excluded we will offer the 
ability for an indicator to be included against your rent account that will mean your data is not 
extracted. 
 
Are there any other ways I can increase my credit score? 
 
There are other ways of increasing your credit score. Most people improve their credit score by 
taking out a loan, applying for a store credit card or buying something on credit and then paying it 
off. The Rental Exchange is unique as it is the only way of improving your credit rating without 
having to take on any additional debt. 
 
Would Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Council ever reject a housing application because of a 
poor credit score? 
 
A poor credit score would never be used to reject a housing application. As some point in the future 
we may use data held by credit checking agencies to access if new tenants might need extra support 
and guidance. The aim would be to stop tenants getting into problems rather than waiting until they 
get into debt. As resources across the public sector get squeezed more and more in the future, this 
may be a way of making sure we focus our resources in places where they can add the most value.  
 
What is the relationship between Experian and BII?  
 
The innovative concept of sharing rental data to enable social housing tenants’ better access to 
credit and mainstream services was developed by BII several years ago. BII initiated a competitive 
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and transparent tender process for a partner to create and responsibly manage the Rental Exchange 
for the better of society.  
 
Experian was selected in 2012 as the preferred supplier. As well as being the leading global 
information service’s company, providing data and analytical tools to clients around the world, 
Experian has a long history of corporate social responsibility. Click here to find out more 
http://www.experian.co.uk/responsibilities/corporate-responsibility/index.html   
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