
What You Need to Know About the Mortgage
Credit Score Requirement
Buying a home is one of the biggest financial moves most of us ever make. It is also one of the
most confusing, especially when you start hearing about FICO scores, down payments, and
loan programs. The mortgage credit score requirement often becomes the first wall people hit.
I have seen borrowers with solid incomes and stable jobs get turned away simply because
their credit reports did not tell the story they expected. Understanding what lenders actually
look at can save you months of frustration and wasted applications.

When I started working in credit repair, a client came to me after being denied for a
conventional loan. He had a good job, a decent down payment saved up, and a 640 FICO score.
He assumed that was enough. But the lender pulled his full credit report from Experian,
TransUnion, and Equifax, and the scores varied by more than 40 points. The lowest score was
what the lender used. That is a common surprise. The mortgage credit score requirement is
not just about one number. It depends on which credit bureau the lender prioritizes, which
scoring model they use, and which loan program you choose.

How Lenders Measure Your Credit Worthiness
Most mortgage lenders use the FICO scoring model, specifically versions tailored for the
mortgage industry. VantageScore is used much less often in home lending, though it still
appears in some auto-loan and credit card decisions. The big three credit bureaus, Experian,
TransUnion, and Equifax, each hold a slightly different version of your credit history. A lender
typically pulls all three and uses the middle score for qualification. If you apply jointly with a
spouse, they often take the lower of the two middle scores. That means one mistake on one
report can drop your qualifying score significantly.

Payment history is the heaviest factor in your FICO score. One 30-day late payment can knock
60 to 100 points off a strong score. Hard inquiries, like the ones generated when you apply for
a mortgage, also ding your score a few points each. That is why credit counseling agencies
advise you to avoid opening new credit cards or financing a car while you are shopping for a
home. Even one extra hard inquiry can push you below a lender's minimum threshold.



Minimum Score Thresholds by Loan Type
The mortgage credit score requirement varies widely depending on the loan program. Here is a
rough breakdown of what you typically need:

Conventional loans backed by Fannie Mae or Freddie Mac usually require a 620 FICO
score or higher. Many lenders set their own floor at 640 to reduce risk.

FHA loans allow scores as low as 580 with a 3.5% down payment. If your score is
between 500 and 579, you may still qualify but with a 10% down payment.

VA loans do not have an official minimum score set by the Department of Veterans
Affairs, but most lenders require at least 620.

USDA loans also lack a hard minimum, though most lenders look for 640 or higher to
approve the guaranteed loan.

These numbers are not carved in stone. A lender can tighten or loosen them based on your
debt-to-income ratio, cash reserves, and the property's condition. But they give you a realistic
target. If you are sitting at a 600 FICO score, you are not ready for a conventional loan. You
need to focus on credit repair first.

Why Your Score Might Be Lower Than You Think
Many people check their credit score through a free app or their credit card issuer and assume
that number is what the mortgage lender will see. That is rarely true. Free scores often use
VantageScore or a different FICO version. A mortgage lender usually pays for a FICO Score 2, 4,
or 5, depending on the credit bureau. Those scores can differ by 20 to 50 points from the score
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you see on your phone. I once had a client who thought he had a 720, based on his bank's app.
When the lender pulled his Experian report, the score came back at 684. That changed
everything about the loan terms he was offered.

Another trap is the credit utilization ratio. If you carry balances on multiple credit cards, even if
you pay on time, a high utilization can suppress your score. The ideal utilization is below 30%
of your total available credit. Below 10% is even better. Paying down balances before you apply
for a mortgage can give your score a meaningful boost in just one billing cycle.

Strategies to Improve Your Credit Before Applying
If you are six months or more away from applying for a mortgage, you have time to make real
changes. Start by pulling your full credit reports from all three credit bureaus through
AnnualCreditReport.com. Look for errors, old accounts that should have fallen off, and any
negative items that you can dispute under the Fair Credit Reporting Act. I have seen people
remove outdated collection accounts and gain 30 points in under 60 days. Disputes do not
always work, but they are free and worth trying.

Consider opening a secured credit card if your credit file is thin. A secured card requires a cash
deposit that becomes your credit limit. Use it for small, regular purchases like gas or groceries
and pay the balance in full each month. Within six months, you can establish a solid payment



history. That can raise your FICO score enough to meet a mortgage credit score requirement
that seemed out of reach.

Avoid closing old credit cards. The length of your credit history matters. Keep your oldest
accounts open, even if you barely use them. Closing them shortens your average account age
and can lower your score. Also, limit new applications. Every hard inquiry stays on your report
for two years and affects your score for the first twelve months. If you must apply for new
credit, do it all within a short window so the scoring models treat multiple inquiries as one rate-
shopping event.

Using a Credit Score Simulator to Plan Ahead
A credit score simulator is a useful tool that most credit monitoring services offer. You can
enter hypothetical actions, like paying off a credit card or adding a new loan, and see how your
score might change. This helps you prioritize. For example, the simulator might show that
paying down a high-balance card will raise your score more than disputing a late payment. It is
not perfectly accurate, but it gives you a roadmap. I recommend running a simulation before
you start talking to lenders, so you know what moves will have the biggest impact on your
mortgage credit score requirement.

What to Do If Your Score Is Still Too Low
If your score falls short, do not force an application. One denial adds a hard inquiry to your
report and can discourage you. Instead, look at alternative paths. An FHA loan has more
forgiving score requirements than a conventional loan. You might also consider a co-borrower
with stronger credit. Some credit unions and community banks offer manual underwriting for
borrowers with non-traditional credit histories, like people who pay rent and utilities on time but
do not have much credit card debt.



The Fair Credit Reporting Act gives you the right to dispute inaccurate information, and you
should use that right. But also be realistic about what can be fixed quickly. A foreclosure or
bankruptcy stays on your report for seven to ten years. No credit repair strategy can erase that
fast. In those cases, you may need to wait and build positive history over time. That is not
failure. It is the reality of the system, and working with a credit counselor can help you plan the
months or years ahead.

The Bottom Line
Meeting the mortgage credit score requirement is not about having a perfect score. It is about
knowing where you stand, understanding which loan program fits your current profile, and
taking deliberate steps to improve your credit before you apply. Check your reports from
Experian, TransUnion, and Equifax. Know your FICO score, not just a free estimate. Pay down
balances, avoid new hard inquiries, and give yourself at least a few months to build
momentum. The difference between a denied application and a signed mortgage often comes
down to 20 or 30 points. With the right strategy, those points are within reach.


