
The ongoing debate in mortgage lending about whether to move from a tri-merge 
credit standard to a single- or bi-bureau approach has generated significant 
discussion in housing finance circles. But the most important takeaway from this 
debate isn’t really about mortgages at all.  It’s about the nature of credit data 
itself, and what it means for the accuracy of risk classification and premium deci-
sions across every line of insurance.

A February 2026 study by Andrew Davidson & Co., Inc. analyzed VantageScore 4.0 
scores across all three credit bureaus for approximately 245 million consumers.¹ 
The findings were striking:

• 35% of consumers had at least one bureau score that differed from the
tri-merge median by 10 or more points

• 18% differed by 20 or more points
• 7% had a score differing by 40 or more points

For property and casualty insurers, those numbers deserve close attention. 
Credit-based insurance scores are used by approximately 95% of auto insurers and 
85% of homeowners insurers to assign applicants to risk pools and set premium 
rates. A material shift in a credit-based insurance score can move a policyholder 
into a different risk tier, affecting the premium they are charged, their eligibility for 
preferred coverage, and in some cases whether a policy is issued at all.

Here is the part that deserves particular attention: even when a bureau was 
selected randomly, with no gaming, adverse selection, or bad actors involved, 
consumers moved into a different pricing category approximately 19% of the time. 
This occurred simply due to which bureau’s data was used. That is pure data-
dependent noise in the decisioning system, and it is not small.
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A recent analysis of 245 million consumers found that 35% have materially 
different credit scores depending on which bureau is leveraged.



The Deeper Issue: The Score is a Function of the Data Source
Most insurers treat a credit-based insurance score as a stable characteristic of the applicant.  The Andrew David-
son & Co., Inc. study suggests something different: the score is a function of the dataset used to calculate it.

The same consumer, scored using the same model, can produce materially different outputs depending on which 
bureau’s data is the input. This happens because bureaus differ in reporting timing, data furnisher relationships, 
tradeline coverage, processing rules, and inclusion of alternative data. These are not errors, but the natural 
result of a competitive market in which each bureau develops its own data relationships and infrastructure.

But the implication for insurers is significant. When underwriting relies on a single bureau pull, you are not 
seeing “the applicant.” You are seeing one version of the applicant that is filtered through one data source, at one 
point in time. The risk tier assigned and the premium that follows reflect that single data version, not necessarily 
the most complete or accurate one available.

Insurance Already Lives in a Single-Bureau World
The mortgage industry is debating tri-merge because the loan sizes make pricing errors expensive and visible. 
But the insurance industry has long operated almost entirely on a single-bureau basis. The data uncertainty the 
Andrew Davidson & Co., Inc. study quantifies in mortgages exists in insurance underwriting too. It is simply less 
frequently measured.

The risks that follow are familiar to anyone in insurance risk management, including incorrect risk tier assign-
ment, premium mispricing, and adverse selection. Where bureau gaps create opportunities, applicants may 
present differently across carriers depending on which bureau each carrier uses. The study found that under a 
single-bureau framework, approximately 20% of consumers could present a score 10 or more points higher than 
their tri-merge median simply by having the most favorable bureau pulled. In an insurance context, that kind of 
score variability can be the difference between a standard and preferred risk classification.

Scores may fall within the same risk tier, but small bureau-driven differences 
can influence risk classification and premium outcomes.
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About Digital Matrix Systems

Founded in 1982, Digital Matrix Systems (DMS) supports financial institutions and insurers with data access, advanced 
analytics, risk management, and compliance solutions.  With deep domain expertise, DMS has helps insurers build 
more complete and reliable views of their applicants through multi-bureau data access, insurance-specific attributes, 
and analytical services designed to identify where data gaps are affecting underwriting accuracy and premium perfor-
mance.

If you would like guidance building a more complete and reliable view of applicants, contact DMS for an exploratory 
discussion.  

For more information, visit www.dms.net.

Underwriting Accuracy as a Design Goal
The real question this research surfaces isn’t “how many bureaus should you pull?” It’s a more fundamental one: 
how accurate is your risk classification when the underlying credit data may be incomplete or inconsistent?

That question applies not only to bureau coverage but also to any input in an underwriting decision, including 
claims history, motor vehicle records, property data, and fraud signals.  Wherever decisions rely on a single data 
source, insurers carry exposure to the same categories of risk the study describes: premium leakage, loss ratio 
volatility, and inconsistent risk segmentation across the book.

Building for underwriting accuracy means reconciling multiple data sources, understanding where data complete-
ness is lowest in your applicant population, and identifying where your risk tier assignments are most sensitive to 
data variation. That work is less visible than a policy debate, but it is where loss ratio performance is ultimately 
determined.
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