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What virtual
CISO services
actually are

The “virtual” part is somewhat misleading. Your vCISO isn’t a
chatbot or an automated service. They’re an experienced security
leader who works for a few companies at a time, bringing lessons
learned across dozens of security programs to each engagement.
Think of it like having a fractional CFO before you can justify a full-
time CFO.

Some people call this “fractional CISO” services. Same thing,
different name. The industry hasn’t settled on terminology, which
creates confusion. If you see vCISO, fractional CISO, CISO-as-a-
Service, or outsourced CISO, they’re describing the same general
model.

The real value isn’t just cost savings. It’s getting security leadership
calibrated to where you actually are. A fractional engagement

means the budget you save on a full-time salary can be redirected

to hiring your first security engineer, funding new security controls
and technologies, or training and maturing processes across IT,
engineering, and operations. You reduce risk faster and build a
program that scales, all without the overhead of a full-time executive
you can’t fully utilize yet.



The problem with

hiring a full-time
CISO too soon

It’s worth understanding what happens when
companies bring in a full-time CISO before
they’re ready.

A strong CISO can build a robust security program, but their chances
of success drop significantly if the company isn’t prepared for them.

Here’s how it typically unfolds.

The company posts a vague job description and hires the wrong
profile, maybe a compliance strategist when they need a more
technical security leader, or vice versa. Companies that aren’t
prepared court someone who is great at maintaining a program
but not a builder without understanding the difference. They bring
someone in with assurances but without true budget alignment or
internal support, and progress stalls.

The result?

Leadership gets frustrated, security feels like a money pit, and
the real work of building the foundation still hasn’t happened. Ten
months later, the CISO leaves (or is asked to leave), and you’re
back where you started with not nearly as much progress as you
expected. The investment in a six-figure leader ends up funding
personnel churn, not actual progress.

This isn’t a criticism of CISOs.

It’s a recognition that timing and organization readiness matter.
Full-time security leadership works when the organization is ready
to support it. Fractional leadership helps you get ready. Experienced
full time CISO candidates will request third party assessments if
the organization can’t share one and will have tough alignment and
budget questions in order to understand what they are getting into.



What’s actually included

1 Strategic advisory

. Strategic advisory is where a vCISO earns their keep. Working with

your leadership team to develop security strategies that align with
business objectives. Not security for security’s sake, but security that
enables growth, closes deals, and manages risk proportionate to your
actual threat landscape. A good vCISO helps you make decisions: which
compliance framework to pursue first (or defer), whether to build or buy
security tooling, how to communicate security posture to customers, and
what kind of security leader you’ll eventually need to hire.

2 Program management

: Program management covers the ongoing work of running a security
program. Coordinating with your engineering and IT teams on security
initiatives. Driving security investigations and incident response.
Managing third-party risk assessments. Development and maintenance
of necessary policies and procedures. Preparing for and supporting

. audits. Operating security tools and processes. Responding to customer
security questionnaires, ideally so your sales team never has to push

. another deal to next quarter because of inadequate responses. The

: operational rhythm that keeps a security program functioning rather

than just existing on paper.

3 ' Risk and compliance oversight

o Risk and compliance oversight addresses the frameworks and

. requirements that likely triggered your search in the first place. SOC

. 2,1S0 27001, HIPAA, HITRUST, and whatever else your customers

. or regulators demand. A vCISO guides you through achieving
compliance efficiently, without overbuilding controls you don’t need or
underinvesting in areas that matter.

Some providers stop at advisory. They’ll tell you what to do but won’t help you do it. Others
focus on minimalist Risk and Compliance to provide you with the checked box but often little
to know actual security or reduction in risk. Others extend into managed security services,
actually operating security tools and processes on your behalf.

The right scope depends on your internal capabilities and what you’re trying to
accomplish. Experience has taught IOmergent that most companies want vCISOs that not
only have the skill and experience to act a part of their executive team and interface directly
with managers and staff to get things done, but also have the technical acumen to take action
directly on their behalf.



What vCISO
services cost

Let’s talk numbers, because points of reference
are useful when scoping an engagement.

Most vCISO engagements run between $10,000 and $25,000
per month. The range depends on scope, complexity, and time
commitment. A growth-stage startup building its first security
program and preparing for SOC 2 might land around $12,000 to
$15,000 monthly. A more complex engagement with multiple
compliance frameworks, more team coordination, and deeper
operational involvement pushes toward the higher end.

For context, a full-time CISO with reasonable experience costs
$300,000 to $500,000 annually when you factor in salary, benefits,
equity, and the reality that experienced security leaders command
premium compensation. That’s $25,000 to $42,000 per month

for one person, full-time, focused only on your company. The
range actually goes far higher for choice professionals and select
companies where security and related compliance are highly
valued and cyber risk is always on the board agenda.

The math gets more interesting when you consider what else that
budget enables. At $15,000 per month for fractional leadership
instead of $35,000 for a full-time CISO, you have $20,000 monthly
to redirect toward actually building the program. That’s enough for
a full-time security engineer to fix issues without derailing business
objectives. Or tooling investments that relieve security pressure.

Or training that matures processes across IT, engineering, and
operations.

This is the real advantage of the fractional model at the right stage:
you get the leadership you need while preserving budget to build
the foundation that makes a future full-time CISO successful.

Some providers offer lower-cost options in the $3,000 to $8,000
range. Be cautious. At that price point, you’re likely getting a less
experienced practitioner, significantly limited hours, or a templated
approach that doesn’t adapt to your specific situation. Security
leadership is one of those areas where cutting costs often means
cutting effectiveness.

vCISO vs. full-time CISO

$10k-25k

Typical vCISO monthly cost

$300k-500k

Full-time CISO salary range

Up to $380k

Annual savings with vCISO




How
engagements
actually work

A typical vCISO engagement involves 10 to 20 hours per week of
dedicated time, though this varies based on what you’re trying to
accomplish and where you are in your security journey.

The first phase usually focuses on assessment and foundation-setting. Your vCISO
learns your business, evaluates your current risk profile, identifies technical gaps, and
develops a roadmap that aligns security priorities with business strategy, budget, and
compliance needs. This phase is intensive. Expect more hours upfront as they get up
to speed and establish the program’s direction.

After the initial phase, the engagement settles into an operational rhythm. Weekly
or biweekly syncs with your team. Engineering and IT project support and direction.
Ongoing policy work. Investigating and responding to incidents. Vendor evaluations
as needs arise. Audit preparation as deadlines approach. Customer security
questionnaire support as deals require it. Executive alignment conversations that help
align the security program and risk tolerance. The specific focus changes with your
business needs and sometimes a surge of hours and specific skills are required to
meet the situation.

Some engagements run month-to-month after an initial commitment period,
typically three to six months. Good providers don’t try to lock you into long-term
contracts immediately because they’re confident in the value they deliver. If you're
being asked to sign a two-year agreement upfront, ask why.

The goal isn’t to create permanent dependency. The best fractional engagements
build toward something: either your company “graduates” from fractional support into
hiring a full-time CISO who steps into a well-functioning program, or the engagement
evolves as your needs mature. When a client hires their first full-time CISO or elevates
an internal leader to run security, that’s success. The company understands the
budget and the need for dedicated security leadership. The program is working with
enough structure, leadership, and cross-functional support to benefit from full-time
ownership.



Signs you need vCISO services

Not every company needs a vCISO, and not every company that
needs one needs one right now. Here are the situations where
virtual CISO services typically make sense.

You’re losing deals to security concerns.

This is one of the most common triggers we see. A prospect asks for your SOC 2 report, your
security policies, or your incident response plan, and you either don’t have them or what you
have isn’t credible. Your sales team is pushing deals to next quarter because of weak security
guestionnaire responses. Every lost or delayed deal due to security concerns has a cost. At
some point, that cost exceeds the investment required to get your security house in order.

You’re preparing for your first compliance audit.

SOC 2, IS0 27001, HIPAA, whatever framework your customers or industry requires. Going
into an audit without experienced guidance is stressful and often expensive. Companies that
try to figure it out themselves typically spend more on remediation, take longer to achieve
compliance, and end up with programs that don’t actually improve their security posture.

Your board or investors are asking security questions you can’t
answer.

Security has become a board-level concern. If your leadership team struggles to articulate
your security posture, quantify your risk exposure, or explain your incident response
capabilities, that’s a gap. A vCISO can provide the expertise to have those conversations
credibly and help leadership see security as strategic rather than a cost center.

You’re repeatedly suffering disruption, loss and embarrassment
from phishing or ransomware attacks.

Phishing happens routinely, almost everywhere. If you are suffering the consequences

of successful attacks, your program simply is not robust enough to detect, contain and
efficiently remediate them. A vCISO can help inexperienced IT teams create the right plans
and processes and direct sufficient investment to the right tools to get this problem under
control as part of an overall security program development effort.

You have technical staff but no security leadership.

Many companies have capable IT teams or security-aware engineers but lack someone who
can translate technical capabilities into business strategy, manage a comprehensive security
program, and interface with customers, auditors, and executives on security matters. A
vCISO fills that strategic gap without displacing your existing team.

You’re ready for CISO-level expertise but not a full-time CISO.

You need the leadership, but you don’t have forty hours of security executive work every
week. You don’t have the budget alignment or internal support structure that would set a
full-time hire up for success. A fractional engagement gives you the expertise scaled to your
stage while you build toward full-time readiness.



Signs you don’t need
vCISO services

B You’re pre-product or pre-revenue.

If you’re still figuring out product-market fit, security investment beyond
basic hygiene is probably premature. Focus on building something
people want. Well-funded AI native startups are the exception here—
these new startups are increasingly building real security into the fabric
of their products and operations from the ground up.

You have a capable security leader who just needs
more resources.

Sometimes the answer isn’t bringing in outside leadership but allocating
your existing security person the necessary budget for tools, training, or
additional headcount. A vCISO can help evaluate this, but be clear-eyed
about whether the gap is strategic direction or execution capacity.

Your budget is below $5,000 per month.

Quality vCISO services have a floor. Below 5,000 per month, you’re
either getting inexperienced practitioners or such limited time that
meaningful progress becomes difficult. If budget is the constraint,
consider whether there are higher-priority investments that would
enable security spending later.



What to look

for in a vCISO

Experience that matches your situation.

A vCISO who spent twenty years in financial services enterprise security may not be the right fit
for a Series B SaaS startup. Look for providers who understand your industry, your stage, and your
specific challenges. Ask for references from companies similar to yours.

B Clarity on what’s included and what’s not.

Vague scopes lead to misaligned expectations. Before engaging, understand exactly what the
provider will do, how much time they’ll dedicate, and what falls outside the engagement. Will they
help with customer security questionnaires? Attend board meetings? Support your team during
incidents? Manage cloud security tools? Get specifics.

B A team, not just an individual.

Solo practitioners can be excellent, but they also have capacity constraints and knowledge
limitations. Providers with multiple practitioners can bring diverse expertise, breadth of industry
knowledge, and scale support as your needs grow. Ask who else supports the engagement beyond
your vCISO. Ask how the vCISO will support investigations, incidents and other unplanned events
and initiatives.

B Operational capability, not just advisory.

Some providers will tell you what to do but won’t help you do it. Others have the capability to
actually operate security tools, manage compliance platforms, and execute on the strategy they
recommend. Depending on your internal capabilities, operational support may be essential or
unnecessary. If you aren’t certain what you need engage your vCISO candidates in robust scoping
discussions.

B A path to graduation.

The best providers think about what success looks like beyond the engagement. They help you
build toward hiring full-time security leadership when you’re ready, defining the role, evaluating
candidates, and transitioning knowledge.



How we think about this
at IOmergent

For the companies we serve, we bring what matters

We’ve built our practice around specific types of companies: growth-stage
startups and emerging mid-market organizations. Growth stage startups clients
are typically Series A through Series E and building their first formal security
programs or scaling security alongside rapid business growth. Privately held or PE
owned companies tend to be more operationally mature and have often invested
in security and compliance to some degree but have been unable to create and
sustain aligned and right-sized security programs.

For the companies we serve, we bring a few things that matter. We’ve been

in the situations you’re facing, building security programs under time pressure,
answering the customer security questionnaire that showed up two days before a
deal was supposed to close, explaining cyber risk and how to manage it to a board
why security investment matters before something bad happens. We do more than
advise; we can actually operate security tools, manage compliance platforms, and
support your team in executing on the program we help you design.

Our approach starts with understanding where you actually are. A security
assessment that maps your current risk profile, customer demands, and
technical gaps. A tailored roadmap that aligns security priorities with business
strategy, budget, and compliance needs. Then fractional leadership that creates
momentum, drives executive alignment, and helps the company score quick wins
without over-hiring.

The goal is to build the program you need, then graduate you from fractional
support when the time is right. When our clients hire their first full-time CISO,
elevate an internal leader to run security, or are acquired by a larger player, we
know we did our job. At that point, the company is scaling and understands the
budget and need for dedicated security leadership. The executive team and board
see security as strategic, and aligned to achieving business objectives, not reactive.
Most importantly, the program is working with enough structure, leadership, and
cross-functional support to benefit from full-time executive ownership.



Frequently asked

questions

What’s the difference between a virtual CISO and a
fractional CISO?

Nothing really. They’re different terms for the same service model: experienced
security leadership on a part-time, flexible basis. Some providers use “virtual” to
emphasize remote delivery, while “fractional” emphasizes the part-time nature. The
industry uses both terms interchangeably.

How quickly can we get started with a vCISO?

Most engagements begin within two to four weeks. The initial assessment and
roadmap phase typically takes another 30 to 60 days before the engagement
reaches steady-state operations. If you have an urgent deadline, like a customer-
imposed audit timeline, discuss this upfront so they can plan accordingly.

Can a vCISO help us pass SOC 2?

Yes, preparing companies for SOC 2 audits is one of the most common vCISO
engagements. A good vCISO will guide you through gap assessment, control
implementation, evidence collection, and audit coordination. They won’t conduct
the audit itself, as that requires an independent CPA firm, but they’ll prepare you to
pass it.

How many hours per week does a vCISO typically
spend with a client?

Most engagements involve 10 to 20 hours per week, though this varies based on
scope and phase. Early months tend to be more intensive as the vCISO assesses
your environment and establishes the program. Ongoing months may be lighter
unless you’re preparing for an audit or dealing with a specific initiative.

What’s the typical length of a vCISO engagement?

Initial commitments usually run three to six months, with similar term lengths or
auto-renewing month-to-month arrangements after that. Absent rapid scaling
dynamics, many vCISO relationships last multiple years and the vCISO becomes
embedded in the company’s security approach. When companies are ready, they
graduate to full-time security leadership.



Frequently asked

questions

Do we still need to hire internal security staff if we have
a vCISO?

It depends on your size and needs. For companies under 150 employees, a vCISO
plus existing IT or engineering staff often provides sufficient coverage. As you

grow, you’ll likely need internal security staff for day-to-day execution, with the
vCISO shifting toward strategic oversight and dotted line management of internal
resources. The budget you save with fractional leadership can fund that first security
engineer hire.

What happens when we outgrow vCISO services?

As your company scales, you may eventually need full-time security leadership. A
vCISO helps you understand your risks and requirements, define the full time role,
recruit candidates, and transition knowledge to your new hire. The goal is for your
new CISO to step into a well-functioning program, not start from scratch. The former
vCISO will often act as a sounding board for your full-time CISO.

How is a vCISO different from a managed security
service provider (MSSP)?

MSSPs typically provide operational security services: monitoring your environment,
managing security tools, and responding to alerts. A vCISO provides strategic
leadership: setting security direction, managing compliance programs, interfacing
with executives and customers. Some companies need both. Some providers,
including IOmergent, offer both strategic leadership and operational support.

What should we have in place before engaging a
vCISO?

At minimum, you need executive sponsorship for security initiatives and someone
internal who can support the day-to-day execution of what the vCISO recommends.
Having basic IT infrastructure documented and an understanding of your customer
security requirements helps the engagement start productively but it’s not a
requirement. You don’t need to have existing security policies or tools; building
those is part of what a vCISO helps with.

How do we measure whether a vCISO engagement is
successful?

Success metrics depend on your objectives. Common measures include: achieving
compliance certifications on a timeline, reducing time to respond and contain
incidents, reducing customer security questionnaire response time, and establishing
measurable security program maturity. The ultimate measure for many companies
is successfully transitioning to full-time security leadership when the time is right.
Define these metrics upfront and review them quarterly.
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If you’re evaluating whether virtual CISO
services make sense for your company,
we’re happy to discuss and help you
analyze your situation. No sales pitch and
no strings attached. Sometimes the right
answer is “not yet” or “here’s what you
should do instead.”

Reach out and let’s figure out what
actually makes sense for where you are.

iomergent.com/get-started
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1930 18th St NW Suite B2 #2091
Washington, DC 20009, USA
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