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Критерии идентификации субъектов малого бизнеса кредитными организациями: проблемы, различия подходов и пути их унификации
Аннотация: Проведен сравнительный анализ подходов ведущих российских и зарубежных кредитных организаций к сегментации субъектов малого и среднего предпринимательства. Выявлены существенные расхождения между законодательно установленными критериями и практическими инструментами оценки бизнеса в банковском секторе. Обоснована необходимость гармонизации этих критериев для повышения прозрачности оценки рисков и доступности финансирования. В работе обоснована критическая важность учета отраслевой специфики (включая показатели фондо- и энерговооруженности труда) при сегментации малого бизнеса, отсутствие которой в текущих нормативных актах РФ представляется неоправданным ограничением. Показано, как финтех-инно-вации, такие как краудфандинг, одноранговое кредитование и платформы для финансирования цепочек поставок,

© О. Ю. Патласов, А. Э. Зейналова, 2026

ISSN 1998-5320 (Print)
ISSN 2587-943Х (Online)

Наука о человеке: гуманитарные исследования	Т. 20 [image: ] № 1 [image: ] 2026
Экономические науки


играют ключевую роль в изменении ландшафта доступа МСП к капиталу, устраняя излишних посредников и опти-мизируя финансовые потоки. Исследование охватывает международную практику ведущих банковских групп и национальные стандарты ряда развитых стран. Проанализированы перспективы унификации критериев идентификации МСП в соответствии с потенциальными рекомендациями Базельского комитета по банковскому надзору, что рассматривается как ключевой фактор снижения регуляторных барьеров и обеспечения финансовой стабильности в условиях интеграции мировых рынков и кредитования МСП в рамках банковских зарубежных сетей.
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Introduction
The relevance of the research topic lies in the fact that there are no uniform criteria for classifying borrowers as SMEs in current banking practice. The banking sector, being the main source of financial resources for SMEs, implements specialised credit programmes, but their effectiveness directly depends on the accuracy of identifying the target group.
Commercial banks use AI-based credit scoring algorithms for small businesses in the process of making financial decisions, offering industry packages, etc.
In recent years, commercial banks have made significant progress in standardizing the classification of clients as SMEs. This has been made possible mostly because of government programs for preferential lending and the involvement of banks that are already in business. In such situation, the fact of inclusion of one’s business in the Unified Register of Small and Medium-sized Enterprises is considered as the basis. Banks in the Russian Federation work with small businesses in two areas: legislative and internal.
The legislative area follows Federal Law No. 209-FZ of July, 24,2007 ‘On the Development of Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the Russian Federation’ (as amended and supplemented on December 29, 2025). The internal area covers credit organization regulations, including tariff plans, credit limits, and SME identification criteria. The Bank of Russia assumes that many companies belong to the small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) segment with great reserve: their business is disproportionate to this issue, and a number of them are part of large industrial groups, housing developers, and banks. Due to the distortion of this segment of the economy, the effectiveness of state support distribution is reduced, and risks of regulatory arbitrage arise. The Central Bank has proposed changing the criteria for classifying companies as small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs): to exclude from the list enterprises with assets and credit exposure of more than RUB 8 billion, those affiliated with large businesses and banks, financial intermediaries, MFOs, etc. Such amendments will limit the list of legal entities having access to state-supported loans being considered as SMEs.
According to research published in contemporary scientific journals, the financial mechanism of SME
activities is determined not only by internal resources, but also by external institutional conditions. SME status entails a number of benefits. For example, Bank of Russia Directive No. 3210-U of 11 March 2014 establishes a simplified procedure for cash transactions for small enterprises, exempting them from the requirement to approve cash balance limits; they are not required to issue cash receipts and disbursement orders or maintain a cash book.
In his article, Sivash O. S. analyses the problems of lending to small businesses, including the difficulties of assessing creditworthiness, the lack of liquid collateral and the high risks of loan defaults (Sivash, 2020). The authors also consider the difficulties of assessing credit risk when lending to SMEs, such as fragmented financial data, the complexity of forecasting cash flows, and the lengthy application processing process (Panteleev, Zakirova, 2019).
A substantial number of authors focus on transaction costs in the lending market and suggest ways to reduce them through the introduction of digital technologies, process standardization, and integration
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with business support centers. They also raise issues related to the unification of approaches to SME lending in the digital environment (Morozko, 2023).
Scientists analyze the peculiarities of doing business in Russia that hinder the application of certain methods and propose the most suitable approaches for assessing the creditworthiness of Russian companies (Yakovenko, Ayrapetian, 2020).The key challenges facing the state support system for preferential lending to small businesses include interest rate risk and the problem of floating rates (Dmitrieva, Fadeeva, Nosova, 2026). A number of authors research the costs of lending to small businesses (Bakhshnyan, Goncharov, 2022).
Many authors have noted that In 2026, preferential loans for SMEs became more accessible in terms of amounts and purposes (investment + working capital), with the final parameters – interest rate, term, collateral – determined by the specific programme and the operating bank (Table 1). The reduction of the minimum loan amount to RUB 25 million has increased accessibility for small businesses and technology start-ups; in addition, the target industries have been expanded to include tourism, manufacturing, logistics, IT, scientific, and technical activities, creative industries, projects in border regions, and small technology companies.
Table 1 – Key figures for preferential lending to SMEs (2026)
Таблица 1 — Ключевые цифры льготного кредитования МСП (2026)

	Indicator
	Value

	Total volume of preferential lending
	200 billion roubles

	Investment loans
	150 billion roubles

	Working capital needs
	50 billion roubles

	Minimum loan amount
	25 billion roubles

	Regional measures (national project)
	39,7 billion roubles

	Infrastructure (100 parks by 2030)
	33,6 billion roubles



Table 2 – Criteria for classifying businesses as SMEs Таблица 2 – Критерии отнесения бизнеса к субъектам МСП

	Category of enterprise
	Average headcount (persons)
	Maximum annual revenue for the previous calendar year (million roubles)
	Conditions for participation in the authorised capital (for legal entities)

	Microenterprise
	up to 15
	up to120
	For state structures and funds: the share of participation of the Russian Federation, constituent entities of the Russian Federation, municipalities, public and religious organisations – no more than 25% in total

	Small enterprise
	from 16 to 100
	up to 800
	For foreign and large legal entities: the share of foreign companies that are not SMEs – no more than 49% (for each group separately)

	Medium-sized enterprise
	from 101 to 250
	up to 2 000
	The same capital restrictions as above


Some scholars note that Russian legislation defines SME status through a system of quantitative criteria (revenue, number of employees), while banks are forced to use qualitative indicators (business model stability, accounts receivable turnover) when forming their approaches. This discrepancy creates a methodological gap: an enterprise deemed as a ‘small enterprise’ by law is considered by the bank to be a ‘high-risk corporate client,’ which de facto excludes it from simplified lending programmes.
The problems faced by small and medium-sized enterprises in accessing bank lending programmes are also linked to high interest rates and strict conditions imposed by credit institutions. The increased requirements of banks are due to the risks characteristic of this sector of the economy, such as low profitability, weak financial stability, high competition, and challengers in technological re-equipment. (Noeva, 2023).
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According to Federal Law No. 209-FZ, the main criteria for classifying a business as an SME (Table 2) are income and average headcount. The specific nature of the industry in which the enterprise operates is not taken into account.
Additional eligibility conditions for classification as small and medium-sized enterprises:
1. The shares of the joint-stock company are classified as shares in the high-tech (innovative) sector of the economy.
2. The activities of the economic company (partnership) consist in the implementation of the results of intellectual activity, the exclusive rights to which belong to its founder i.e. a budgetary or autonomous scientific institution/higher education organization.
3. The business association (partnership) is a participant in the Skolkovo project.
4. The founders (participants) of the company or partnership are included in the list of legal entities providing state support for innovative activities (approved by Decree of the Government of the Russian Federation No. 1459 dated 25 July 2015).
5. The participants of the LLC are only all-Russian public associations of disabled persons and (or) their branches (territorial divisions), and in such LLCs, the average number of disabled persons in relation to other employees is not less than 50%, and the share of wages paid to disabled persons in the wage fund is not less than 25% for the previous calendar year.
Various criteria when applying benefits to small businesses are related to different operating conditions, so Individual entrepreneurs and companies with no more than 35 employees, and no more than 20 employees in retail and consumer services, may conclude fixed-term employment contracts for up to five years instead of permanent ones, in accordance with paragraph 1 of clause 2 of Article 59 of the Labour Code.
Key parameters established by Federal Law No. 209-FZ are interpreted by financial institutions with significant discrepancies, leading to the contradictory classification models formation. For example, revenue limits for small businesses vary between banks by 25-40%, creating regulatory ambiguity. These differences results in a scenario where one business can be classified by different banks as both an SME and a large borrower. This not only violates the principle of equal access to finance, but also distorts the competitive environment. The problem is particularly acute in high-margin industries such as IT and manufacturing sector, where the boundaries between categories are most blurred.
Hypothesis 1. The variation of commercial bank regulations in their requirements for small businesses prevents economic entities from clearly understanding the terms of their potential lending.
Hypothesis 2. It is essential for regulators to establish guidelines and recommendations for standardising business classification criteria for corporate lending purposes.
Hypothesis 3. Harmonization of SME identification criteria, based on the Basel Committee recommendations, is a prerequisite for expanding cross-border financing and ensuring systemic financial stability within integration blocs (EAEU, SCO, ASEAN, BRICS), where unified approaches foster a ‘seamless’ environment for international interbank cooperation.
Business models based on technological innovations in finance (fintech), such as peer-to-peer lending, crowdfunding, mobile payments, wallets, and platforms, are changing the small business ecosystem, but traditional bank lending remains important.
Methods
Comparative legal analysis, institutional analysis, systemic analysis, monographic method, economic and statistical method.

Review of literary sources
Scientists at Harvard University highlight the heterogeneity of small businesses, which can make lending to small businesses and the search for solutions rather complicated in the future. They have proposed a new classification of 33 million small businesses in the United States and identified four distinct segments: sole proprietors without employees, businesses operating in the retail sector,
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suppliers, and fast-growing start-ups. The present study focuses on small businesses depending on banks, which mainly fall into the first three groups (Mills, 2024).
From a lender’s perspective, the smaller the business, the more difficult it is to understand whether it is truly profitable and what its prospects are. Frequently, small business owners do not calculate cash flows, while having limited cash reserves.
To create a comprehensive SME rating system, previous research proposes using component analysis and cluster analysis of financial ratios (Anwar, Mustafa, Tanzo, 2018).
According to analysts, that the change in approach to monitoring the national project and SME support programmes involves a shift from quantitative growth indicators for the sector, measured by an increase in the number of small and medium-sized enterprises and people employed there, including the self-employed. According to this new approach the effectiveness of state support is to be measured using qualitative characteristics – the proportion of SMEs will exceed the threshold values for their category (micro, small, medium-sized enterprises). Thus, under the framework of the federal project ‘Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises and Support for Individual Entrepreneurial Initiative,’ the share of SMEs that exceed the thresholds for their category should increase from a zero baseline in 2023 to 0.8% by 2030 with a gradual annual increasement of 0.05 percentage points (Pudova, Guseva, 2026).
The transformation of small business lending lies in the way these changes will affect the financial sector and the small business economy. New technologies and solutions in the field of small business lending include advances in three different areas: the creation of streams of standardised relevant data, accessible in secure mode via application programming interfaces; new underwriting models that enable highly accurate predictions of outcomes across different small business segments; and easy-to-use, individual client interfaces available on a platform that is already part of a business owner's daily workflow.
A study conducted at the University College of Bahrain analyzed technological innovations using Lebanon as an example, which paved the way for peer-to-peer (P2P) online lending. They identified the problems associated with P2P online lending, such as platform risks, regulatory constraints, credit risk assessment capabilities, and uncertainty about the future and its impact on the attractiveness of this type of lending, e.g. economic downturns and new rules and regulations. They argue that online P2P platforms are likely to displace traditional banks in the future, as P2P lending provides broader access to borrowed funds at lower borrowing costs, higher returns for lenders, and alternative credit scoring methods (Shehayeb, 2026).
This leads to a critical question: do online platforms clearly identify borrowers according to their business scale?
Artificial intelligence-based systems expand access to financial resources; however, they presuppose that users understand the underlying conditions and principles of such technologies. Quantitative parameters such as education level and income do not fully reflect a borrower's creditworthiness. Abbas, S.K. (Budapest) emphasises that qualitative indicators for small and medium-sized business borrowers should include behavioural markers of responsibility: regularity of payments, business stability, and past relationships with creditors. Motivation and trust have been found to be the most significant factors in engagement, while opportunities (e.g., access to digital infrastructure) are taken for granted in many developed economies (Abbas, 2025).
Academic discourse highlights a comparative analysis of the definition of small business entities in national legislation (Patlasov, Gordusenko, 2011), pointing to the absence of a single international standard and significant differences in quantitative thresholds (revenue, assets, number of employees) in different jurisdictions. Researchers emphasise that such divergence in approaches complicates not only statistical accounting but also the implementation of cross-border business support programmes.
Parametric modelling is used for comparative analysis of business economic efficiency in terms of scale (Patlasov, Vasina, 2009). This method allows identifying the correlation between the scale of an enterprise's activities and its financial stability; it is critically important for the formation of
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objective bank scoring models. The authors substantiate that the efficiency of small businesses should be assessed not only by their formal status, but also through the prism of resource base optimisation.
Among the criteria for classifying companies by business scale are capital intensity, organisational and legal forms, energy intensity and electricity intensity of labour, volume of investment in fixed capital, and the share of other economic entities in the authorised capital. Particular attention is paid to qualitative characteristics such as management structure and level of innovation activity. At the same time, as researchers note, it is the specific nature of the industry that often determines the ‘upper limit’ of a small enterprise's efficiency, which requires flexibility in setting lending limits by banking regulators, and along with these, international standards should be taken into account, including the Basel Committee recommendations.
In international practice, the criteria for identifying small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) for lending purposes vary, yet share a number of common features. Recent studies emphasise the importance of adapting these criteria to changing economic conditions and ongoing digitalization.
In international practice, SME criteria usually include the number of employees, turnover, balance sheet value of assets, or other financial indicators. The theory of Yunus Muhammad, a Bangladeshi economist and Nobel laureate, shifts the focus from formal criteria to personal and social factors (e.g. social collateral), which may be relevant for developing countries where traditional business data is often fragmented or inaccessible.
The approach proposed by Yunus emphasises the importance of not only economic but also social assessment of borrowers. This aligns with contemporary trends in accounting for ESG factors (environmental, social and governance criteria) in lending.
The idea of joint liability may be interpreted as an informal analogue of assessing corporate culture and managerial competencies, which also play a role in traditional SME assessment (Bateman, 2014).
In the article ‘‘Fintech adoption for SMEs in different socioeconomic contexts: evidence from Hungary and Indonesia,’’ the authors highlight a number of parameters and contextual conditions that are important for understanding the position of SMEs and their access to finance in international practice (Nagy, et al., 2025).
The article highlights that different countries may apply different approaches to the classification of SMEs:
· Indonesia employs an expanded MSME framework (micro, small and medium-sized enterprises), which involves a more detailed gradation based on business size.
· In Hungary, the classification is based on more traditional SME criteria adopted by the EU.
Based on the article, the following indirect criteria for identifying SMEs for lending can be identified: the size and age of the company, industry affiliation, geographical location, technological readiness (availability of IT infrastructure, experience in using digital financial services, compatibility with fintech solutions), organisational maturity (management support for innovation, staff competence), external environment characteristics (government support and regulation, level of competition, trust in digital services), as well as behavioural factors (financial literacy, openness to new technologies, history of interaction with fintech platforms).
These criteria do not supersede formal bank requirements (revenue, assets, credit rating), but help assess the potential of SMEs for sustainable development and effective use of financial technologies, which is particularly relevant given the growing role of fintech in lending (Nagy, et al., 2025).
The article ‘‘FinTech, Bank Risk-Taking, and Credit Allocation’’ substantiates and extends international frameworks for assessing SME creditworthiness through the lens of financial technology. Identified risk mitigation mechanisms are fundamentally aligned with the key criteria used to identify and segment SMEs within the digital lending landscape. For more details on these findings, you can review the academic analysis.
Key factors affecting SME lending via FinTech include technological readiness, geographical location, and infrastructure. Developed IT infrastructure and stable internet increase the chances of obtaining a
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loan, for example, in regions with state support for fintech (such as Eastern China), industry affiliation, organisational maturity, state support, behavioural factors, company size and age.
Fintech is particularly effective in the microcredit and small loan segments – this is important to consider when assessing creditworthiness.
Thus, the study shows that financial technologies do not replace traditional criteria for identifying SMEs, but significantly strengthen them through more accurate and timely risk assessment, expanded lending coverage for companies with limited credit history, and consideration of regional and industry characteristics through digital data. This is consistent with international practice, which increasingly uses alternative data such as transaction activity, digital footprints, and counterparty information in combination with formal indicators (revenue, assets) for a comprehensive assessment of SMEs (He, Fan, 2025).
According to research presented in the contemporary scientific community, the financial architecture of SME activity is determined not only by internal resources of enterprises, but also by external institutional conditions. Scholars observe that the existing system of criteria for classifying SMEs in Russia is predominantly quantitative in nature (revenue, number of employees), while banks are forced to use qualitative indicators (business model stability, accounts receivable turnover) when forming their approaches. This creates a methodological gap: an enterprise that is ‘small’ by law may be classified by a bank as a ‘high-risk corporate client,’ which de facto excludes it from simplified lending programmes.
Table 3 – Comparative analysis of SME identification criteria for bank lending across jurisdictions
Таблица 3 – Сравнительная характеристика критериев идентификации субъектов малого бизнеса для кредитования в банках разных стран

	Country
	Bank
	SME identification criteria
	Additional terms and conditions

	

Kazakhstan
	
Freedom Bank Kazakhstan (within the framework of the Orleu program)
	Microbusiness:
· up to 15 employees;
· annual income less than 117,960,000 tenge. Small business:
· up to 100 employees;
· annual income up to 635,000,000 tenge
	· registration in Kazakhstan;
· non-residents and companies with foreign participation are not served;
· priority is given to enterprises from priority sectors of the economy

	


The USA
	

Small Business Administration (SBA)
	
Microbusiness/small business:
· number of employees up to 1,500 (depending on the industry);
· annual revenue: from 0.75 to 45 million US dollars (varies by industry)
	· registration and conduct of business in the United States;
· compliance with SBA industry standards
· the SBA uses a system of Size Standards, which are linked to specific industries according to the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS)

	


Germany
	


Deutsche Bank
	Micro-enterprise: <10 employees, annual turnover <€2 million or balance sheet <€2 million. Small enterprise: <50 employees, annual turnover <€10 million or balance sheet <€10 million. Medium-sized enterprise:
<250 employees, annual turnover <€50 million or balance sheet <€43 million
	· registration in the EU;
· priority areas: innovation, ecology, digitalization
· official benchmark (EU): Deutsche Bank, operating in the EU, often refers to the European Commission's definition of SMEs

	

Great Britain
	

British Business Bank
	Microbusiness:
· up to 10 employees;
· turnover up to £2 million. Small business:
· up to 50 employees;
· turnover up to £10 million
	
· registration in the United Kingdom;
· support for start-ups and export-oriented companies

	
China
	
China Development Bank
	Small and micro businesses:
· up to 300 employees (up to 50 for micro businesses);
· annual income of up to 50 million yuan
	· registration in China;
· priority – high-tech and export industries, assessment of innovation potential
· industry specifics

	
Brazil
	BNDES (Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento Econômico e Social)
	Small businesses:
· annual gross income up to 4.8 million reais; Medium-sized businesses:
· annual gross income up to 4.8 million reais
	· registered in Brazil;
· focus on agribusiness, manufacturing and services - primarily focused on annual gross revenue as a key indicator.
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Foreign experience in small business lending
Scientific articles provide a comparative analysis of the differences in the criteria for classifying small businesses by country (Pletnev, Barkhatov, Naumova, 2021).
Global practice reveals a lack of a unified approach to the classification and definition of small and medium-sized businesses in global practice. The most commonly used indicators include the headcount, financial indicators (assets/turnover/capital investments) and industry affiliation. The values of quantitative indicators also vary significantly. This absence of a standardized framework for classifying economic entities as small and medium-sized enterprises makes it impossible to compile comparable statistical data (Seroshtan, Darwish, 2019).
The criteria and conditions for lending to small businesses vary significantly from country to country. In this regard, we argue that the Basel Committee on Banking Supervision (BCBS) should establish a unified global framework.
A critical question arises as to whether branches of foreign banks in each country of presence should adjust their criteria for small businesses to national legislation. For example, the VTB Group plans to increase cooperation in countries where it currently operates (Kazakhstan, Belarus, Armenia, Azerbaijan, China, India and Vietnam) and to expand cooperation with other countries, as customer needs are changing. This implies establishing a differentiated approach to customers within the banking network. The development of digital technologies such as mobile payment technologies, cloud services, artificial intelligence, machine learning and blockchain is unlocking new opportunities for new business opportunities for start-ups providing services to small businesses. Unlike banks, fintech companies assess borrowers' creditworthiness using Big Data analysis and algorithms. Fintech-based business models such as crowdfunding, peer-to-peer lending, bill trading, mobile wallets and payments, and supply chain financing through platforms are changing the small business ecosystem and eliminating
unnecessary intermediaries (Sharma, Ilavarasan & Karanasios, 2024).

Results
The low effectiveness of the policy being pursued is evidenced by structural imbalances (Fig. 1, Official website of the Federal Tax Service of Russia, https://rmsp.nalog.ru): approximately 99% of all entities in the sector are micro-enterprises. The high concentration of micro-enterprises reveals a systemic problem: the lack of favorable conditions for implementing the growth potential and transforming micro-businesses into full-fledged small and medium-sized companies. In fact, state support does not create an effective ‘elevator’ for scaling up activities.
[image: ]
Fig. 1. Dynamics of the number of legal entities and individual entrepreneurs
Рис. 1. Динамика количества юридических лиц и индивидуальных предпринимателей
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Fig. 2. Dynamics of the number of legal entities and individual entrepreneurs with outstanding debt and the share of legal entities and individual entrepreneurs with overdue debt in the total number of borrowers
Рис. 2. Динамика количества ЮЛ и ИП, имеющих задолженность, и доли ЮЛ и ИП, имеющих просроченную задолженность, в общем числе заемщиков

The lack of consistency in identification methods creates systemic risks for the entire financial ecosystem (Fig. 2, Official website of the Central Bank of the Russian Federation. https://cbr.ru/ statistics/bank_sector/sors/credit/). Classification errors lead to the unlawful provision of preferential rates to non-target borrowers, while real SMEs face excessive requirements. In the context of economic turbulence in 2023–2024, these inconsistencies exacerbated imbalances in the distribution of credit resources and reduced the effectiveness of government support programmes.
Let us compare the SME identification approaches of two systemically important banks.
As a bank with state participation, Sberbank PJSC is closely integrated with state registries, but internally divides customers into ‘micro,’ ‘small,’ and ‘medium’ categories more strictly.
· Microbusiness: These are usually companies and sole traders with annual revenues of up to 60 million roubles (sometimes up to 120 million). They are offered off-the-shelf solutions and automatic lending (‘Credit in 7 minutes’).
· Small businesses: Revenue from 60/120 million to 400 million roubles. Individual loan terms may apply here, but service is still standardized.
· Medium-sized businesses: Revenue from 400 million to 2 billion roubles. These clients are managed by specialized client managers in regional centres (Sberbank official website). URL: https://www. sberbank.ru/ru/s_m_business).
Alfa-Bank JSC is traditionally considered to be more flexible and focused on the commercial sector.
Its internal segmentation often has higher thresholds for entry into the ‘small business’ category.
· Small and micro businesses (SMB) Alfa-Bank combines sole proprietorships and small companies in the ‘Mass Business’ segment with revenues of up to 350–500 million roubles per year. This is broader than Sberbank's ‘micro’ segment.
· Medium-sized businesses: These start with revenues above 500 million roubles and can reach up to 10 billion roubles.
When assigning customers to segments, Alfa-Bank often evaluates not only at annual revenue reported in financial statements, but also at account turnover and the specifics of the business. The bank employs a more pronounced ‘product’ segmentation: for example, separate conditions for foreign economic activity or retail.
Consequently, a client with revenues of 450 million roubles can already be considered a ‘medium-sized business’ for Sberbank, with the corresponding level of compliance and tariffs, while for Alfa-Bank it can still remain in the SME category with simplified access to products. If a company wants
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to refinance a loan from Sberbank to Alfa-Bank, it may find itself in a different department (from the medium-sized business department to the small business department), where different risk assessment methods are used. When issuing preferential loans, both banks are required to strictly follow the SME register (up to RUB 2 billion), but their internal scoring models differ, which makes access to benefits uneven.
Sberbank tends towards smaller segments and a conservative approach, while Alfa-Bank aggregates small businesses into larger clusters, which simplifies sales scaling but complicates precise risk assessment. Unification would help create a seamless client transition between banks.
Official bank websites rarely provide clear, strict and clearly defined internal segmentation criteria (e.g.,‘our “Micro” segment is up to X million in revenue, and “Small” is up to Y million’). Banks prefer to talk about products ‘for small businesses’ in general.
The differences are evident not so much in the strict criteria for classification as in the products offered under the general umbrella of ‘small business’ and the requirements imposed on customers for these products (e.g., minimum account turnover, length of time in business, availability of collateral). These requirements indirectly segment customers.
The problem of segmentation discussed in the literature is confirmed by the practices of Sberbank and Alfa-Bank. While government criteria are static and updated once a year through the Federal Tax Service registry, banking algorithms operate in real time. As noted in specialised studies of the financial mechanism of SMEs, banks often ignore the official status of a company if its transaction activity does not meet the internal limits of the segment. Thus, a ‘secondary selection’ of borrowers takes place, which undermines the effectiveness of state support, as bank compliance turns out to be stricter than legislative norms.
Russian commercial banks operating under state programmes adhere to the requirements and sufficiency of entry into the Register. Funds are issued as credit lines, overdrafts, cash against collateral and without collateral, refinancing programmes on favourable terms, etc.
Small and medium-sized businesses have access to subsidised investment loans under a national programme, facilitated by agreements between the Russian Ministry of Economic Development and authorised banks for the 2025–2030 period.
To obtain a loan ranging from 50 million to 2 billion roubles, an SME must meet the following basic requirements:
· be included in the Unified Register of SMEs on the date of conclusion of the loan agreement and not belong to the SMEs specified in parts 3 and 4 of Article 14 of Federal Law No. 209-FZ (be a credit or insurance organisation, investment fund, etc., engage in entrepreneurial activity in the gambling business, production and sale of excisable goods, as well as mineral extraction and trade);
· not hold more than 25% of another company that is not an SME, and not have participants – legal entities that are not SMEs – with a share of more than 25%;
· belong to one of the following groups of SME entities receiving support:
· be an SME with the main priority OKVED code (manufacturing – OKVED 10, 11, 13–33, – transportation and storage – OKVED 52, – hotel and catering activities – OKVED 55, – professional, scientific and technical activities – OKVED 63, 72, 74), for at least 12 months prior to the month of conclusion of the loan agreement (contract) or less than this period, provided that such a borrower has been registered as a legal entity or individual entrepreneur for less than 12 months prior to the month of conclusion of the loan agreement;
· be an SME participating in a regional programme (regional project) to increase labour productivity;
· be an SME – a creative industry entity in accordance with Article 7 of Federal Law No. 330-FZ of 8 August 2024 ‘On the Development of Creative Industries in the Russian Federation’.
Banks apply their own criteria for specific categories of customers when opening accounts, setting service fees, transfer limits, cash withdrawals and deposits, etc. For example, Tochka Bank differentiates its rates only for sole proprietors registered no more than 90 days ago – free of charge; for companies with annual revenues of 60 million roubles or more and groups of companies with up to five members,
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at least one of which has such revenues – 25,000 roubles (Official website of Bank Tochka LLC. https:// tochka.com). Meanwhile, Sovcombank's lending terms for small businesses under the ‘Guarantee’ position are as follows:
· for sole proprietorships – not required;
· for limited liability companies – a guarantee from the director and/or founders who are natural persons holding a significant share in the authorized capital is required (Official website of Sovcombank PJSC. URL: https://sovcombank.ru/).
Raiffeisenbank's lending terms contain different requirements for sole traders and limited liability companies.
The bank's main terms for granting loans to sole traders are as follows:
· the borrower must be between 18 and 23 years of age.
· Russian citizens are eligible to take out a loan.
· the sole proprietorship must be registered in the city where the bank operates, at least six months to a year prior to submitting the application.
· a positive credit history is required to obtain a loan.
Loans for businesses are provided to legal entities upon fulfilment of the following requirements:
· a legal address in the Russian Federation;
· the company has been operating for 6–12 months;
· a good credit history.
Almost all banks require new customers to open a current account in order to obtain a loan.
Loans for sole traders and limited liability companies at Raiffeisenbank are issued following a debt burden analysis. The customer must have no outstanding arrears or excessive current debt obligations (Official website of Raiffeisenbank JSC. https://www.vbr.ru/banki/raiffaizenbank).
An analysis of current legislation has revealed significant legal gaps in the criteria for identifying SMEs. The absence of uniform requirements for documentary confirmation of status creates conditions for subjective interpretation of standards by credit institutions. A particular difficulty is the differentiation of criteria for enterprises operating in several sectors of the economy simultaneously. The imperfect regulatory framework leads to contradictions in the classification of enterprises that are on the verge of the established limits in terms of revenue or number of employees. This creates risks of unlawful exclusion of SMEs from support programmes and distortion of national statistics.

Conclusions
Developing a unified methodology for identifying SMEs requires a systematic approach to selecting key characteristics. The main criteria are revenue size, number of employees, and industry affiliation. These parameters must align with legal standards but be supplemented by bank creditworthiness requirements. Unifying these characteristics will reduce subjectivity in assessing the borrower's status. The principles for selecting identification characteristics should take into account both the regulatory framework and the risk management practices of credit institutions. An important aspect is the balance between the simplicity of the methodology and its ability to reflect the real financial situation of the enterprise. The exclusion of redundant criteria minimises the risks of misclassification while maintaining the effectiveness of the identification procedure.
The absence of specific industry-based criteria for classifying SMEs in Russian regulatory documents is unfounded, given the significant disparities in capital, energy, and electricity intensity across different economic sectors.
In the context of international integration and improving the stability of the banking sector, harmonising national criteria for identifying SMEs with the recommendations of the Basel Committee on Banking Supervision is becoming particularly important. The Basel II and III regulatory frameworks already provide structural approaches to risk assessment for the SME segment, focused not only on quantitative indicators but also on the credit quality of the borrower. The implementation of these recommendations in Russian practice will not only unify internal banking methodologies, but also ensure
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the comparability of SME loan portfolios at the international level, contributing to the development of cross-border financing.
The development of inclusive financing through fintech (peer-to-peer, digital lending), which acts as a catalyst for sustainable financial systems that eliminate information asymmetry, requires harmonisation of the regulatory framework and the creation of digital solutions that meet the requirements of borrowers and their financial literacy.
In terms of banking marketing, banks with a heightened interest in lending to small businesses stand out (Sberbank); credit portfolio stability is achieved by focusing on medium-sized businesses (VTB); flexible strategies increase the volume of loans issued and the quality of customer service (Alfa Bank, Rosbank).
In our opinion, it would be advisable for the Central Bank of the Russian Federation to issue a recommendatory letter approving a unified approach to lending conditions for SMEs, taking into account industry specifics and regional characteristics, state priorities, and mandatory consideration of international standards for the presence of Russian credit organisations, which will significantly simplify access to financial resources for SMEs and increase the transparency of risk management. State programmes to support SMEs require commercial banks to be guided by legislation and registers.
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