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Introduction

Equifax Inc. is a foundational pillar of the American information services industry, its
name synonymous with consumer credit reporting, business analytics, and financial
data. Over more than a century, Equifax has evolved from a modest Atlanta-based
partnership into one of the world’s largest and most influential credit bureaus. As a
member of the S&P 500 and a global leader in data and technology, the company’s
impact is woven throughout the economic fabric of the United States and far beyond.

The story of Equifax is marked by transformation and adaptation. Founded in 1899 as
the Retail Credit Company, the organization’s original mission was simple: to help
businesses extend credit safely and responsibly. But as the American economy
expanded and the appetite for credit grew, so too did the scale and sophistication of
Equifax’s operations. The firm pioneered new approaches to gathering, analyzing, and
distributing personal and business data, at times pushing the boundaries of public
acceptance and regulatory oversight.

Throughout its long history, Equifax has faced both acclaim and controversy. Its
practices have raised critical questions about privacy, fairness, and the role of big data
in society. The company’s rapid computerization in the 20th century, and its
subsequent involvement in major regulatory reforms, placed it at the center of
national debates. More recently, high-profile data breaches have challenged Equifax’s
reputation, leading to congressional hearings, hefty fines, and a renewed corporate
commitment to cybersecurity and consumer transparency.

Yet, Equifax’s progress has not been limited to crisis management. The company has
shown remarkable resilience, maintaining profitability for decades and continuously
reinventing itself in the face of technological and economic change. Strategic
acquisitions and divestitures, global expansion, and major investments in cloud
infrastructure and data analytics have kept Equifax firmly at the center of the world’s
credit ecosystems. It has extended its portfolio beyond traditional credit reporting to
encompass fraud prevention, identity verification, and workforce solutions, serving
businesses, governments, and individuals alike.

This book traces the full arc of Equifax’s journey: from its origins in the grocery stores
of Atlanta, through boom years, public scrutiny, and transformation, to its pivotal role
in the modern digital economy. Along the way, it explores how the company has
shaped—and been shaped by—the regulatory, technological, and social tides of its
time. By reviewing both its triumphs and its trials, we gain a deeper understanding of
the enduring challenges faced by a company entrusted with some of society’s most
sensitive information.
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Equifax Inc.: The Story of An American Company is ultimately a window into the
evolution of data-driven capitalism, the responsibilities of stewardship in the
information age, and the future of trust in economic relationships. As Equifax
continues to chart its course into a world defined by artificial intelligence, cloud
computing, and ever-expanding data frontiers, its story remains a critical one for
anyone seeking to understand the intersection of business, technology, and society.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of the Retail Credit
Company

In the late 19th century, the extension of credit was a far more informal affair than the
sophisticated systems we know today. For many small businesses, particularly local
grocery stores, offering goods on "tabs" was a common practice, a handshake
agreement built on trust and local reputation. Merchants would simply keep a running
ledger of purchases and payments, hoping their customers would honor their debts.
But as communities grew and commerce became more complex, the need for a more
structured approach to assessing creditworthiness became increasingly apparent. It
was out of this very practical need that the genesis of Equifax, then known as the
Retail Credit Company, emerged.

The story begins with two brothers, Cator and Guy Woolford, originally from Maryland.
Cator Woolford, the elder, had first dabbled in the credit bureau business as a grocer
in Chattanooga, Tennessee. There, he had taken the initiative to compile a list of
customers for the local Retail Grocer's Association, meticulously noting their payment
habits and creditworthiness. To cover the costs of this endeavor, he ingeniously sold
copies of his compiled lists to other merchants, who quickly recognized the value of
such information. This early success proved to be a pivotal moment, inspiring Cator to
envision a full-time career dedicated to credit reporting.

With this nascent idea firmly planted, Cator, joined by his younger brother Guy, a
lawyer by profession, decided that Atlanta, Georgia, offered fertile ground for their
ambitious new venture. After a series of exploratory visits to the burgeoning city, the
Woolford brothers secured a single room on the fifth floor of the Gould Building at 10
Decatur Street. On March 22, 1899, with the words "Retail Credit Company" boldly
emblazoned on their office door, they officially opened for business.

Their initial strategy was rooted in Cator's successful Tennessee experience. They
sought alliances with Atlanta's grocers, understanding that these local businesses
were at the forefront of extending credit to the everyday consumer. The Woolfords
would painstakingly copy credit information from the grocers' ledger books onto
individual slips of paper. These slips were then meticulously organized and compiled
into what would become their first tangible product: a book.

This early "Merchant's Guide," as it was later titled, was designed to be a vital
resource for stores, helping them make informed decisions about who to grant credit
to. The book contained simple yet effective notations to reflect customer payment
habits, often categorized as "Prompt," "Slow," or "Requires Cash." While the Retail
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Credit Company experienced a loss of $2,000 in its inaugural year, the utility and
demand for their service quickly became evident, and the company began to gain
popularity.

The success of their credit-reporting books encouraged the Woolfords to broaden their
horizons beyond grocery stores. Just two years after their founding, in 1901, the
company expanded into the life insurance market, venturing into a new line of
business known as "moral hazard assessment." This expansion marked a significant
turning point, recognizing that the detailed information they collected on individuals
had value far beyond just assessing the risk of a missed grocery bill.

The company's rapid growth necessitated additional manpower. Within a month of
opening, the task of compiling information had become so substantial that the
Woolfords hired two additional men to assist them, followed by a woman a week later.
By 1920, the Retail Credit Company had established a network of offices spanning
across the United States and Canada, demonstrating a remarkable early grasp of
nationwide expansion. This burgeoning network and expanding scope laid the
groundwork for the company's eventual transformation into a titan of the information
services industry, a trajectory that would profoundly impact the financial lives of
millions.
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