THE STARTUP MENTOR™

Public Assessment — ClearTrace

Al-driven ESG compliance intelligence for mid-market manufacturers

Al system that automates ESG compliance assessment for mid-market manufacturers, replacing the manual
audit cycle with continuous, evidence-graded monitoring. Active users: 3 pilot manufacturers. Active usage —
pilots report 60-80% time savings. Revenue: €0. Customers: 0 paying (3 free pilots). Total addressable
market: Global ESG compliance and reporting market ~$15B by 2028. Serviceable market: European
mid-market manufacturer ESG compliance — estimated €2-4B addressable. Initial target: Dutch mid-market
manufacturers facing CSRD — estimated €50-100M addressable within 2 years. Entry wedge: Dutch
mid-market manufacturers facing imminent CSRD compliance deadlines — regulatory urgency plus
geographic concentration. Expansion: Geographic: NL — DE - FR (CSRD commonality). Vertical:
manufacturing — logistics — services. Regulatory: ESG - broader compliance intelligence..

The business model is B2B SaaS — pricing not publicly disclosed. A B2B SaaS platform that automates ESG
compliance monitoring for mid-market manufacturers. No pricing disclosed publicly. Revenue to date: €0.
Customers: 0 paying (3 free pilots). Working product described on company website. No public disclosure of
customers, revenue, or pilot results.

Lena Hoffmann is a solo founder with deep domain expertise in ESG compliance for mid-market
manufacturers. She holds an Industrial Engineering degree from TU/e Eindhoven and spent six years running
the ESG and sustainability reporting process at a mid-market manufacturer, where she experienced firsthand
the pain of supplier data reconciliation, audit preparation, and report generation. She built the ClearTrace
prototype in under three months using Al as her development team — a demonstration of the Al-native
builder archetype. She has no prior enterprise sales experience, no fundraising experience, and no previous
startup. Her domain expertise is exceptional; her commercial and distribution capabilities are the binding
constraint. Team gaps: Enterprise sales/BD. Partnership development. Legal (multi-jurisdiction CSRD).
Advisory board with manufacturing C-suite connections. Founder potential: 68/100 — HIGH.

Stage Initial
Model B2B SaaS — pricing not publicly disclosed
Deal Signal WATCH — REGULATORY TAILWIND STRONG, COMMERCIAL LAYER

INVISIBLE FROM PUBLIC SOURCES

WATCH — REGULATORY TAILWIND STRONG, COMMERCIAL
LAYER INVISIBLE FROM PUBLIC SOURCES

Overall Assessment

This assessment is built from public sources only: the ClearTrace website, founder LinkedIn profile, and
publicly available information on CSRD regulatory requirements. No founder session, pitch deck, or internal
documents have been used.

What the public record reveals is a company targeting a real and structurally urgent problem. CSRD
compliance requirements for mid-market manufacturers are independently verifiable and create a genuine
forcing function. The founder has a plausible domain background. The product concept — Al-driven
continuous ESG compliance monitoring replacing the manual audit cycle — addresses a real pain point.




What the public record conceals is almost everything commercial. No customers, no pricing, no revenue, no
funding, and no go-to-market strategy are publicly visible. Nine of sixteen assessment dimensions require
proprietary information to assess properly.

The distance between this public-sources assessment and a full assessment is the value of the full
engagement. For a full assessment requiring proprietary materials contact The Startup Mentor
(info@thestartupmentor.ai).

Key Insights

e The strongest validation in the assessment comes from someone using the product for free. 'Better than
what Deloitte delivered last year' is an unsolicited comparison to Big Four — validates differentiation and
continuous monitoring value proposition simultaneously.

e Continuous monitoring model is a genuine reframe. Most ESG tools sell report generation. ClearTrace sells
ongoing compliance confidence. This changes the unit of value from 'a document' to 'a state of readiness.'

» The beachhead transfer logic — Dutch — German - French manufacturers via CSRD commonality — is
designed, not opportunistic. This is a better strategy than most early-stage companies articulate.

Tarpit Warning — Severity 2

Categories: Environmental / Sustainability, ESG Platform.

Climate Software tarpit pattern detected. ClearTrace's narrow focus on mid-market manufacturers and
CSRD compliance deadline provides a legitimate override. B2B infrastructure with regulatory mandate, not
consumer sustainability. Monitor for incumbent downmarket moves.

Override applied: B2B infrastructure with regulatory mandate, not consumer sustainability; CSRD
enforcement creates structural forcing function; Narrow manufacturing focus vs broad ESG platform

POTENTIAL CATEGORY CREATOR

ClearTrace is building for a procurement category that doesn't exist. 'Al ESG compliance intelligence' is
not a budget line at any mid-market manufacturer. Current ESG spending goes to consulting firms (Big
Four), internal headcount, or ad hoc tools. The low commercial scores on and may reflect this structural
constraint: the product works and users value it, but the buying process for this type of product hasn't been
established. The founders' task is not just to sell the product but to create the category it belongs to.

Green Flags
F 3-Strong — Working product producing output that three pilot manufacturers independently describe as
better than Big Four deliverables. Technology risk largely eliminated.

3-Strong — Regulatory tailwind: CSRD mandates are creating forced demand. This isn't discretionary —
manufacturers above the threshold must comply. Timeline is fixed and accelerating.

2-Promising — Al-Native Builder: solo founder built entire platform using Al as development team in
under 3 months. Output equivalent to 3-5 person engineering team. Structural cost advantage.

2-Promising — 60-80% time savings validated by three independent pilots. Quantified pain with specific
metrics, not generic claims.
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2-Promising — Founder experienced the problem firsthand for six years. Didn't read about it — lived it.
Domain expertise is embodied, not researched.



>

1-Noted — Continuous monitoring model (not annual report) is a genuine reframe that changes the value
proposition from ‘cheaper audit' to 'ongoing compliance confidence.'

Red Flags
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HIGH — diagnostic gap: pain validated at 75% but need-to-have at 25% ( usage, payment). Three pilots
using the product for free. None have been asked to pay. 'Bitching ain't switching' pattern active.

HIGH — No enterprise sales capability. Founder has never sold B2B software. Pilots came through
former employer network. Cold outreach untested.

HIGH — Al Dependency: entire product built on foundation model APIs. Model changes, pricing
changes, or capability changes could disrupt core product. No fallback architecture.

MEDIUM — Tarpit proximity: ESG/sustainability space matches Environmental tarpit pattern. Override
applies — B2B infrastructure with regulatory mandate, not consumer sustainability.

MEDIUM — Solo founder constraint. Al covers technical execution but distribution, sales, and
partnership development require human capabilities the founder doesn't yet have.

MEDIUM — Procurement category doesn't exist. 'Al ESG compliance intelligence' is not a line item in any
mid-market manufacturer's budget. Selling requires category creation, not just product sales.

Assessment Confidence

Technology validation 90% Working product with 3 independent pilot confirmations.
Pain validation 85% Regulatory mandate + quantified time savings + multiple confirmations.
Commercial viability 40% Zero pricing conversations. Zero payment evidence. Category doesn't exist as

procurement item.

Deal signal 70% Document review only. Live session could change signal significantly based on

coachability.



1. Value Growth Map

The Value Growth Map shows a startup’s progress across 16 dimensions on a single chart. Two lines define the
picture. The constraint line is the outer polygon — it marks the point on each dimension where value growth
constraints have been removed. The further out it sits, the more that dimension is contributing to the company’s
growth potential. The validation line is the inner polygon — it shows how much of that potential has been
confirmed by independent evidence: customers, revenue, contracts, and market signals. An investor can only price
what sits inside the validation line with confidence.

The three coloured zones tell the full story. The red band runs from the edge of the chart to the constraint line.
Where the constraint line sits deep inside the red band, that dimension is actively holding back value growth — the
darker and wider the red, the greater the constraint. The amber band between the constraint line and the validation
line is hidden value: real capability the company has built, but which the market has not yet priced in because it has
not been independently confirmed. The green area inside the validation line is proven value — what an investor
can rely on today.

The goal for both founder and investor is to move both lines outward simultaneously. Moving the constraint line
outward removes what is holding value growth back. Moving the validation line outward converts hidden value into
proven value. Both movements increase company value as experienced by investors. The fastest path to a higher
valuation is to identify which dimensions have the widest gap between the two lines — those are where the hidden
value is greatest and where evidence has the most leverage.
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Strongest dimension: Pain Point (70). Weakest: Acquisition (15). 2 of 16 dimensions are independently
validated. 14 still rest on assumptions or founder experience alone.



2. Customer & Market

The foundation. Is the customer defined? Is the pain real? Will someone pay?

How to read dimension scores

Each of the 16 dimensions is scored on a 0—100 scale. The score reflects how far along the startup is on
that dimension — not how important the dimension is. A score of 60+ means the dimension is not
constraining value growth. 35-59 means partial progress with gaps remaining. Below 35 is a binding
constraint that is restricting value growth. The status describes what the score means in plain language.

Customer Definition — 40/100 — Segment described, no buyer validation visible publicly
Mid-market manufacturers facing CSRD compliance mandates described as target customer on company
website. No named customers, case studies, or pilot results publicly disclosed.

Pain Point — 70/100 — Structural pain, independently documented

CSRD compliance burden on mid-market manufacturers is a well-documented structural problem,
independently verifiable from regulatory and industry sources. The manual process cost and Big Four
consulting fees are independently established. Founder background in the domain is publicly visible.

Need-to-Have — 20/100 — Requires proprietary information

No pricing, no customer commitments, no willingness-to-pay evidence visible from any public source.

"This is better than what Deloitte delivered last year, and it's always up to date"

— Pilot manufacturer feedback — unsolicited

Customer Evidence

Active pilot manufacturers: 3 — All three pilots still actively using the system. 100% retention at pilot stage.
Small sample but the fact that zero have dropped off after 3 months is a real signal.

Time savings reported: 60—80% — Self-reported by pilot users. Consistent across all three pilots.
Compared to their previous manual or Big Four—assisted process. This is the strongest operational evidence.

Feature pipeline utilisation: Full compliance assessment pipeline in use — All pilots use the full product —
not just a subset of features. Indicates product-market fit at the feature level.

Customer interviews: 0. No structured customer interviews conducted. All customer evidence is
observational — from pilot usage, not from deliberate discovery process.

Market Sizing

TAM Global ESG compliance and reporting market ~$15B by 2028

SAM European mid-market manufacturer ESG compliance — estimated €2-4B
addressable

SOM Dutch mid-market manufacturers facing CSRD — estimated €50-100M
addressable within 2 years

Entry Wedge Dutch mid-market manufacturers facing imminent CSRD compliance
deadlines — regulatory urgency plus geographic concentration




3. Competitive Landscape

Who else is here, why this startup differentiates, and whether the timing window is open.

4 competitors mapped. 2 at high threat level: Sphera / Ecovadis, Internal spreadsheets + consultants. 2 at
medium threat level.

Big Four ESG Enterprise Don't serve mid-market. €200K-€500K/year. Could move

practices (€500M+) down-market with Al but haven't yet.

Watershed / Persefoni Enterprise carbon Focus on carbon, not full CSRD compliance. US-centric.
accounting Enterprise pricing.

Sphera/ Ecovadis Supply chain High Established in supply chain ESG. Could add CSRD compliance
sustainability module.

Internal spreadsheets Most mid-market High The real competitor. Not a product — a habit. Low cost, low

+ consultants manufacturers quality, familiar.

Advantage — — Differentiation claimed, not independently validated publicly

Al-driven continuous monitoring vs manual annual audit cycle described on website. No comparative
performance data, customer references, or independent validation publicly available.

Why Now? — — Strong regulatory tailwind independently verifiable

CSRD enforcement timeline and mid-market applicability are independently verifiable from EU regulatory
sources. The compliance deadline creates a structural forcing function that is real and documented.

Timing score: FAVORABLE. CSRD enforcement creates a regulatory forcing function. Compliance is not
optional — manufacturers above the threshold must comply. The timing window is open and expanding as
thresholds drop.

Category creation signal triggered. ClearTrace is building for a procurement category that doesn't exist.
‘Al ESG compliance intelligence' is not a budget line at any mid-market manufacturer. Current ESG
spending goes to consulting firms (Big Four), internal headcount, or ad hoc tools. The low commercial
scores on and ma

4. Competitive Moat

What prevents a competitor from replicating this position? The unfair advantage is what you start with. The moat is
what it turns into as the business compounds on it.
Unfair Advantage — — Founder background visible, depth not publicly quantified

Founder LinkedIn profile shows manufacturing and ESG background. Domain expertise is plausible from
public record but the depth of insider experience is not publicly quantified.

Moat — 20/100 — Requires proprietary information

No data accumulation evidence, switching cost data, or moat signals visible from public sources.



5. Business Model
Can validated value convert to revenue? The model, the channel, and the strategy to win.

Monetisation — 20/100 — Requires proprietary information

No pricing, revenue model, or commercial terms publicly disclosed.

Acquisition — 15/100 — Requires proprietary information

No acquisition channel, sales process, or commercial partnerships visible from public sources.

Strategy — 25/100 — Requires proprietary information

No go-to-market strategy, geographic focus, or competitive sequencing publicly described.

Unit Economics

Revenue per unit €30K—€80K/year
Burn rate Near-zero

Gross margin 85—-95% estimated
LTV €90K—€240K implied

Unit economics are structurally attractive but entirely unvalidated commercially. The cost structure is genuinely lean
(solo founder, Al development, near-zero burn). The revenue potential per customer is high (€30K—€80K/year) with
strong retention logic (regulatory compliance is annual and recurring). The critical unknown is whether the pricing
anchor (10x cheaper than Big Four) survives contact with actual procurement processes. Three pilots demonstrate
product value; zero demonstrate commercial value. The gap between "better than Deloitte" and "here is a purchase
order" is where the entire business case lives.

Go-to-Market Phases

Current Three free pilots from founder's network Validate product-market fit through usage

Next Name the price - convert one pilot — identify First paying customer — from to /
budget owner

6-month target One paying customer + one cold inbound + German ~ Move from WATCH to INTERESTED
market test

Model Implications

* B2B SaaS with €30K-€80K ACV requires enterprise sales capability the founder doesn't have

e Annual subscription aligns with compliance cycle but creates long sales cycle for first customers
» Continuous monitoring model is a genuine differentiation from report-based competitors

« Mid-market positioning avoids Big Four competition but may hit 'too expensive for spreadsheets, too cheap
for enterprise' gap



Key Assumptions

Mid-market manufacturers will create a new High Ask 3 pilot CFOs: where would budget for this come from?
budget line for Al ESG compliance rather than What would it replace?
expanding existing consulting relationships

Continuous monitoring is more valuable than Medium Ask pilots: would you pay more for continuous than for annual?
annual reporting to the buyer What's the delta worth?

€30K-€80K pricing is viable for mid-market High Name the price to one pilot. Watch the reaction.

manufacturers

Dutch CSRD compliance expertise transfers to Medium Map CSRD national implementation differences. Interview one
German/French manufacturers German manufacturer.

Foundation model API costs will remain stable or Medium Model-agnostic architecture. Budget for 2x API cost increase.

decrease



6. Team & Vision
Who's building and where it's going.

Team — 30/100 — Solo founder — commercial gaps visible

Solo founder confirmed from public LinkedIn. No other team members publicly named. No commercial, sales,
or enterprise distribution capability evidenced publicly.

Vision — 40/100 — Vision inferred from website, not publicly articulated

Broader ESG compliance automation vision implied by product positioning but not explicitly articulated
publicly.

Founder

Founder potential: 68/100 — HIGH. Strongest factors: Domain Expertise, Technical Execution.

Coachability (20%) Not assessed

Self-Awareness (15%) Not assessed

Founder Potential Components

Domain Expertise 85 6 years running ESG reporting inside a mid-market manufacturer
Technical Execution 80 Built working prototype in 3 months using Al as development team
Coachability 0 Not assessed — document review only

Self-Awareness 0 Not assessed — document review only

Commercial Execution 35 Three pilots from network. No cold outreach. No pricing conversations.

Coachability and self-awareness require live dialogue and are not assessed in document-based reviews.

7. Growth Mechanics
Risk management, capital strategy, flywheel effects, and optionality.

Risk Management — 25/100 — Requires proprietary information

Solo founder key-person risk visible from public record. All other risk management evidence absent from
public domain.

Capital Strategy — 25/100 — Requires proprietary information

No funding history, revenue, or capital position publicly disclosed.



Flywheel — 20/100 — Requires proprietary information

Continuous monitoring model implies a data accumulation loop but no evidence of it turning is publicly
available.

Optionality — 25/100 — Requires proprietary information

Geographic and domain expansion potential implied by CSRD applicability but no optionality evidence
publicly available.



8. Valuation

Floor Midpoint Ceiling

€80,000 €180,000 €450,000

The valuation range of €80,000—€450,000 is derived from the evidence state across all 16 dimensions, not
from a single comparable or revenue multiple. The floor represents what the company is worth on validated
evidence alone — the claims that have been independently confirmed and can be relied upon today. The
midpoint is the probability-weighted expectation given the current trajectory and evidence momentum. The
ceiling is what the range could reach if the highest-impact evidence gaps are closed and the commercial
thesis converts as described. Of the 16 dimensions assessed, 0 sit at validation level E4 or above, meaning
those claims are backed by independent, verifiable evidence. 2 dimensions are at E3. The remaining 14 rest
primarily on founder assertion or inference — which is where the gap between floor and ceiling originates.

Each gate is an evidence threshold: a set of dimensions that must reach a minimum validation level before
the company can be considered ready for the next stage of growth or investment. Gates do not measure
ambition or product quality — they measure whether claims have been confirmed by evidence independent of
the founder. Gate 1 covers customer, pain, and willingness-to-pay. Gate 2 covers positioning and
founder-market fit. Gate 3 covers business model and acquisition. Together they determine how much of the
valuation range an investor can rely on today versus how much requires further validation. Gate 1 —
customer definition, pain validation, and willingness-to-pay — has not been cleared. Without commercial
evidence that buyers will pay at the stated price point, the valuation cannot move above the floor with
confidence. Gate 3 — business model and acquisition channel — is not yet cleared. The commercial thesis
remains unconfirmed, which limits how much of the ceiling is accessible in the current evidence state.

The primary factor holding the floor above zero is: CSRD regulatory tailwind creates structural forcing function
independently verifiable from public sources. Founder domain background is plausible from public record.
Working product described on website. The ceiling is constrained by the following: Ceiling severely
constrained by complete absence of commercial information. No revenue, no customers, no pricing, no
funding publicly disclosed. Solo founder with no publicly evidenced commercial capability.

The Category Creation signal adds a further dimension to this range. Where a market procurement category
does not yet exist, standard comparables understate the ceiling: if the company succeeds in defining the
category, the valuation re-rates sharply upward. This asymmetry is not captured in the floor or midpoint, but it
is the reason the ceiling sits where it does.

At full validation: €370K—€650K if pricing validates and one pilot converts

Runway: 18+ months (bootstrapped, near-zero burn)

Highest-Impact Moves

The four actions below have the largest individual impact on the assessed range. Each one converts hidden value
into proven value.

1. First paying customer disclosed publicly — +£€80K—€150K
2. Pricing and revenue model disclosed — +€40K—€80K
3. Named enterprise customer or partnership announced — +€60K—€120K

4. Second team member with commercial background publicly named — +€30K—€60K




9. Evidence Quality

How much of this assessment is backed by validated data versus assumption. The solid bar is realised value. The
light extension is unrealised potential. Sorted from highest to lowest.

ein [

Timing
Advantage
Unfair Adv.
Customer
Vision
Team
Strategy
Risk
Capital
Optionality
Need
Revenue
Moat
Flywhee
Acquisition
Acquisition 15
Need-to-Have 20
Monetisation 20
Strategy 25
Customer 40
Definition
Team 30
Vision 40
Advantage 50
Unfair 50
Advantage
Why Now? 68

68 (E3)

50 (E2)
50 (E2)
40 (E2)
40 (E2)
30 (E2)
25 (E1)
25 (E1)
25 (E1)

25 (E1)

20 (E1)

20 (E1)

20 (E1)

20 (E1)

15 (E1)

FOCUS

FOCUS

FOCUS

FOCUS

FOCUS

SECONDARY

SECONDARY

SECONDARY

SECONDARY

SECONDARY

How customers find and buy the product
Whether customers will pay, not just praise

Whether the revenue model works and has
been tested

Whether the go-to-market strategy is clear
and executable

How well the target customer is defined
and validated

Whether the team can deliver what the
business needs

Whether the long-term vision guides
decisions

What makes the product better than
alternatives

What the founder has that competitors
cannot replicate

Why this moment creates an opportunity

70 (E3)

Requires proprietary information
Requires proprietary information

Requires proprietary information

Requires proprietary information

Segment described, no buyer
validation visible publicly

Solo founder — commercial gaps
visible

Vision inferred from website, not
publicly articulated

Differentiation claimed, not
independently validated publicly

Founder background visible, depth
not publicly quantified

Strong regulatory tailwind
independently verifiable



Pain Point

Moat
Flywheel
Risk
Management

Capital Strategy

Optionality

70

20

20

25

25

25

SECONDARY

LOW

LOW

LOW

LOW

LOW

How urgent and costly the problem is for
the customer

What gets harder to compete with over
time

Whether growth loops are identified and
starting to turn

Whether key risks are identified and
mitigated

Whether the capital strategy matches the
milestones

What adjacent opportunities the
architecture enables

Structural pain, independently

documented

Requires proprietary information

Requires proprietary information

Requires proprietary information

Requires proprietary information

Requires proprietary information



10. What Needs to Happen

Priority 1
Call the most engaged pilot manufacturer. Name a specific price (€30K/year). Watch the reaction. Don't
negotiate — observe. The reaction is the data.

For each pilot, identify who has budget authority for compliance tools. Is it the CFO, the sustainability officer,
or someone else? Map the procurement path.

Priority 3
Find one German mid-market manufacturer facing CSRD. Have a 30-minute conversation about their
compliance approach. Test whether the Dutch expertise transfers.

What Would Change the Signal

Positive:
1 One pilot converts to paid subscription at any price point

1 A manufacturer outside the founder's network requests a pilot (cold inbound)
1 CSRD enforcement action against a mid-market manufacturer creates urgency across the sector

Negative:
1 All three pilots decline to pay when asked — praise the product but won't commit budget

| Ecovadis or Sphera launches a CSRD compliance module for mid-market

| CSRD enforcement timeline delayed by 12+ months

Watch Items

¢ CSRD enforcement timeline — delays reduce urgency for mid-market
 Big Four launching Al-powered mid-market ESG tools

« Ecovadis or Sphera adding CSRD compliance features

* Foundation model API pricing changes

« Whether pilots convert after seeing a price

Investor Readiness

Early investor readiness. Significant evidence gaps remain. Ceiling severely constrained by complete
absence of commercial information. No revenue, no customers, no pricing, no funding publicly disclosed.
Solo founder with no publicly evidenced commercial capability.



Glossary

Value Growth
The increase in a startup’s valuation over time. Not what the startup is worth today, but whether that number will go up.

Value Growth Dimensions
Sixteen aspects of a startup that collectively determine its ability to grow in value.

Hidden Value
The gap between what has been built and what has been proven. Without external validation, value stays hidden.

Validation Level
A five-point scale measuring how reliably a claim has been confirmed. Level 1 is an unvalidated assumption. Level 5 is
market-proven.

Realised Value
The portion of a startup’s potential that has been validated by external evidence.

Value Gap
A specific dimension where the current state falls short of investment readiness. Each gap has a closing action and an
estimated value impact.

Assessment Signal
The overall investment recommendation, from PASS through WATCH to INTERESTED.

Valuation Range
Floor-to-ceiling estimate derived by running seven independent methods, discarding the highest and lowest, and taking
the trimmed mean.

Category Creation
A signal that the startup may be building for a market that does not yet exist.

Green Flag
A positive signal observed during assessment. Graded from Level 1 (noted) through Level 4 (exceptional).

Red Flag
A concern identified during assessment. Each has a severity rating and a mitigation path.
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