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Build Security Into Your Foundation

Establish the security, compliance, and governance foundation your startup needs to win customers, satisfy investors, and scale confidently.

Published by ControlSage — Founder's Handbook



333 ControlSage CONTROLSAGE FOUNDER'S HANDBOOK

Why Foundation Matters

Every startup eventually hits the same wall: a prospect's security team sends a questionnaire, an investor's diligence checklist asks for a SOC 2 report, or a

customer's legal team wants to see a data processing agreement — and there's nothing behind any of it.

At that point, security stops being an engineering nice-to-have and becomes a revenue and fundraising blocker. The deal stalls in procurement. The term

sheet gets a follow-up email. The renewal gets delayed a quarter.

The founders who avoid this don't have bigger security teams — they have an earlier foundation. They treated security, compliance, and governance as

infrastructure to be built deliberately, in parallel with the product, rather than a fire drill triggered by an outside request.

The three costs of no foundation

) )

Sales friction Diligence friction Breach and liability exposure

Every enterprise deal cycle re-asks the same Investors — especially at Series A and beyond The likelihood of an incident is independent

questions. Without documented answers, — increasingly treat security posture as a of whether you've documented your controls.

each one costs a week of scrambling and a proxy for operational maturity. A founder The absence of a foundation just means you

security team's trust. who can't answer basic governance questions find out how exposed you are at the worst
raises quieter doubts about everything else. possible time.

y J
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The Three Pillars: Security, Compliance, Governance

These three words get used interchangeably, but they answer different questions, and a durable foundation needs all three.

Pillar Core question Primary output

Security Are our systems and data actually protected? Technical controls: encryption, access management,

monitoring, vulnerability management

Compliance Can we prove it to a third party? Evidence, audit reports, attestations (SOC 2, ISO 27001,
HIPAA, etc.)
Governance Who decides, who's accountable, and how do Policies, ownership, risk register, decision-making process

decisions get made?
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Why all three must work together

Security without governance

Produces good engineering that nobody
can explain or reproduce under audit —
controls exist, but there's no accountable
owner and no documented process, so
they erode the moment the engineer who

built them moves on.

Compliance without security

Produces a report that satisfies a
checkbox but doesn't reflect reality — the

fastest way to a breach, a failed audit, or
both.

a

Governance without security or
compliance

Produces policy documents nobody
follows — paperwork that actively works
against you in an audit, because auditors
weight documented-but-unpracticed

controls worse than controls that are

simple but real.

A

N

[J The foundation is the intersection of all three: real controls, provable to outsiders, owned by a named person who can explain the

"why" behind every one.
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The Stage-by-Stage Roadmap

Security and compliance investment should track company stage — not because earlier is wasteful, but because the shape of what you need changes as you grow.

g

Seed / early Series A — The first framework, triggered by the
Pre-seed / early seed — Security fundamentals, not first real signal
compliance frameworks

A prospect's security questionnaire names a specific report; an investor's

SSO enforced on every system with customer data; least-privilege access from diligence checklist expects a compliance roadmap; customer data crosses a

day one; secrets out of source code; basic logging turned on before you need it. sensitivity threshold.

)—

Growth stage — Continuous compliance as a permanent
Series B and later — Formalizing governance, expanding operating rhythm
framework coverage

oo
oo
——T

Multiple frameworks running in parallel, dedicated ownership, and
Name a formal risk/security owner; stand up a lightweight risk register and automation doing the evidence collection that used to be manual.
quarterly review cadence; add frameworks driven by expansion (HIPAA, PCI

DSS, GDPR).
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The Minimum Viable Security Program

Regardless of which framework you eventually pursue, a small, consistent set of controls covers the large majority of what any auditor, investor, or enterprise security team will ask about.

Control area Minimum viable version

Access control SSO enforced everywhere; access reviewed quarterly; least-privilege by default
Offboarding Access revoked same-day, every time, with no exceptions

Change management All production changes go through pull request review

Encryption Data encrypted in transit and at rest, using your cloud provider's native tooling
Logging & monitoring Centralized logs with basic alerting on production systems

Vendor risk A living register of subprocessors with their own security documentation on file
Incident response A written plan, tested at least once — even a tabletop walkthrough counts
Backups Running on a defined schedule, with a tested restore (untested backups are not backups)
Security awareness Lightweight training assigned and tracked to completion

Risk assessment A written, current risk assessment, refreshed at least annually

() The bar an auditor applies isn't sophistication — it's whether a defined, followed process exists. Companies fail audits far more often because a control existed on paper but wasn't
practiced, than because a control was too simple.
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Choosing Your First Framework

Different frameworks exist to answer different buyers' questions. Choosing the right one first prevents wasted audit spend on evidence nobody asked for.

Framework Who asks for it What it proves

SOC2 US enterprise SaaS buyers, most common first Your controls around security (and optionally availability, confidentiality) are
framework designed and operating correctly

ISO 27001 International customers, especially EU and APAC You run a certified information security management system (ISMS)
enterprises

HIPAA Healthcare customers, or any company touching You safeguard PHI per US healthcare privacy law

protected health information

PCIDSS Any company that stores, processes, or transmits You protect payment card data to card-network standards
cardholder data
GDPR Customers or users in the EU/EEA You handle personal data of EU residents lawfully
NIST (CSF / 800-53) US government and government-adjacent customers, Your security program aligns with US federal risk management standards

defense contractors

[J For most B2B SaasS startups selling into US enterprise, SOC 2 is the default starting point — it's the report most buyers already know how to evaluate, and its Trust
Service Criteria map cleanly onto the minimum viable program. Layer in additional frameworks only when a specific buyer segment requires them.
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Governance Without a GRC Team

Governance is the part founders most often skip, because it produces no visible product output — but it's what keeps controls from quietly decaying once they're built.

Name one accountable owner

Every audit stalls in the same place: evidence requests bounce between people who each assume someone else owns the response. Name one person — founder,

engineering lead, or fractional CISO — as the accountable owner, in writing.

Three ownership models that work at this stage

:

Founder or engineering lead, part- Fractional or virtual CISO Full-time security hire

time A part-time consultant runs the program and Rarely justified for a first framework. Reasonable
4-6 hours a week during initial build-out, manages the auditor relationship. Trades cash once you're running multiple frameworks
dropping to 1-2 hours a week once controls and for founder time — a good fit once founder- concurrently — typically past 50-100 employees.
evidence collection are running. The default owned governance starts competing too hard

model pre-Series B. with product work.




255 ControlSage CONTROLSAGE FOUNDER'S HANDBOOK

The lightweight governance kit

Three artifacts that together constitute a working governance program — without a dedicated GRC team.

A risk register A policy set

Even a spreadsheet — listing known Covering access control, data handling,
risks, owners, and mitigation status, incident response, and vendor risk —
reviewed quarterly. short and actually followed beats long

and ignored.

a

A decision log

For security-relevant calls (what you
accepted, deferred, or mitigated, and
why) — this is what turns "we thought
about this" into evidence.

L

[)' Governance is decisions made, owned, and evidenced — not a folder of unread documents.
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Turning Compliance Into a Trust Asset

Done well, this foundation isn't just a cost center — it becomes a sales and fundraising asset.

— Build a trust page — Keep alive data room
A public-facing summary of your security posture (frameworks in Your SOC 2 report, policies, pen test summary, and subprocessor
progress or completed, subprocessor list, contact for security list, ready to share under NDA — this alone can compress a
questions) answers a large share of early-stage buyer questions security review from weeks to days.

before they're even asked.

Answer questionnaires from evidence, not memory Lead with it in enterprise sales conversations

Once your control evidence is centralized, most SIG/CAIQ-style A founder who can speak fluently about their security posture —
questionnaires become largely a matter of pulling existing without deferring to "I'll check with engineering" — shortens
answers rather than writing new ones each time. procurement cycles and builds the kind of credibility that also

shows up in investor diligence.

The foundation you build for your first audit is the same foundation that makes every subsequent enterprise deal and fundraising round faster.
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Eight Mistakes That Undermine a Foundation

a Scoping too broad, too early

Adding frameworks or criteria you don't need multiplies

evidence requirements without adding sales value.

3 | Treating it as a one-time project

A foundation that "finishes" the first audit and stops

maintaining controls fails the next one.

4

Writing policies nobody follows

A plain policy that's actually practiced beats an elaborate one

that isn't — every time, in every audit.

No single accountable owner

Diffuse ownership across "the team" is the most common

reason evidence collection stalls.
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Eight Mistakes (continued)

c Retrofitting access control late 9 Starting an observation window before controls
Least-privilege is dramatically harder to impose after the fact are stable
than to build in from day one. For Type II-style audits, every control needs to be running

correctly on day one of the window — fixing something mid-

window restarts that control's clock.

3 | Picking vendors or auditors by price alone @ Confusing governance with paperwork
A cheap engagement that takes twice as long to schedule, or Governance is decisions made, owned, and evidenced —not a
produces a report enterprise buyers don't recognize, costs folder of unread documents.

more than it saved.
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A 12-Month Foundation Roadmap

A realistic sequencing for a founder or single technical lead building this alongside their existing job.

Timeframe Focus

Month 1-2 Stand up the minimum viable program: SSO, offboarding, PR review, encryption, logging, backups

Month 2-3 Name an accountable owner; stand up a lightweight risk register and policy set

Month 3-4 Choose your first framework; scope tightly to what your buyers actually require

Month 4-5 Select and implement a compliance automation platform to handle evidence collection

Month 5-6 Remediate any gaps identified in a readiness assessment

Month 6-9 Run the audit (Type I, or begin a Type II observation window)

Month 9-10 Receive the report; build the trust page and data room

Month 10-12 Establish the ongoing cadence: quarterly access reviews, annual risk assessment refresh, continuous evidence monitoring

[J) Beyond month 12, this becomes a standing operating rhythm — a few hours a month once it's running — rather than a recurring project.
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The Three Decisions That Drive Everything

Start with the minimum viable program. Name one owner. Choose the framework your actual buyers need — not the most impressive one.

Everything else in this guide follows from those three decisions.

Start with the minimum viable Name one owner Choose the framework your
buyers need

program One person — founder, engineering lead,

Ten controls, consistently practiced, cover or fractional CISO — accountable in For most B2B SaaS startups selling into US
the large majority of what any auditor, writing. This single decision prevents enterprise, that's SOC 2. Layer in
investor, or enterprise security team will more audit failures than any technical additional frameworks only when a

ask about. control. specific buyer segment requires them.
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Closing Note

A security, compliance, and governance foundation isn't something you bolt onto a startup once it's big enough to need it —it's infrastructure,
the same as your billing system or your CI pipeline. Built early and deliberately, it costs a few hours a week. Built under deal pressure, it costs a

rushed audit, a stalled round, or a breach with no evidence trail behind it.

Start with the minimum viable program. Name one owner. Choose the framework your actual buyers need — not the most impressive one.

Everything else in this guide follows from those three decisions.

ControlSage helps startups build and run this foundation without a dedicated security team — from first control to first audit report.



