 BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT

Starting your own
company takes funding,
determination and leaps
of faith. Just ask two
metro Washington, D.C.,
siblings with separate
cybersecurity firms
within a few miles
of each other.

Entrepreneurs and
siblings Vinita Tuteja
and Sunny Tuteja at
(ISC)2’s Washington,
D.C., office.

RISKY BUSINESS
BY DEBORAH JOHNSON
WITH CYBERSECURITY BECOMING a bigger blip on government agencies’

PHOTOGRAPH BY JONATHAN TIMMES

radar, more independent cybersecurity companies are queuing up to
gain their business. Still, it’s a small world, especially in federal hubs
like Washington, D.C. Just ask two entrepreneurs with similar goals,
personalities and, for many years, the same home address.
Vinita Tuteja, CISSP, and Sunny Tuteja, CISSP, are sister and brother
and independent information security business owners, with offices a
few miles apart in the northern Virginia suburbs. They both knew there
were big odds in starting their own businesses, but believed they would
succeed.
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Vinita, founder of SEVES Consulting, admits, “I have a
tendency to take more risks.”
Her brother Sunny, founder of AssurIT Consulting
Group, is on the same page.
“I take very calculated risks.”
Just how big are the risks in venturing out on your own?
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, more than
450,000 new businesses opened in 2014, a little lower
than the yearly average of 500,000. However, the failure
rate in startups is dauntingly high. Overall, the U.S. Small
Business Administration (SBA) reports that about 50 percent of new businesses fail within five years.
Vinita has passed the five-year mark, having started
her business in 2008. Sunny opened up shop in 2013.
Their experiences could provide insight into how (ISC)2
members also might see success going out on their own.

VINITA TUTEJA: SOLO PRACTITIONER
“When I first started working, I actually did start working
for an established company,” Vinita recounts. “As I gained
more experience after working for one company after
another I always thought to myself, ‘I wish I could manage
this myself because I know I could do it more efficiently.’
But I was never in the position to make the rules.”
Now, Vinita does make the rules as founder, president
and CEO of SEVES Consulting in Chantilly, Va., providing
information assurance and project management services.
Many of her clients are agencies of the U.S. government,
where she earned some of her early experience.
It was that initial exposure and a lot of research that,
Vinita says, gave her a platform from which to start developing her own company. “I did speak to a lot of personal
contacts that I had, people I worked with, individuals that
I interacted with. But, for the most part, I did figure out a
lot of the steps on my own.”
One of the biggest challenges, she discloses, was time,
specifically not having enough of it. “There are a lot of
tasks to perform when you start your new business and
it includes all the responsibilities that come along with
business development and you really find yourself trying
to accomplish so much at once.”
And then there was the challenge of getting work. “I had
an excellent reputation with my customers, and I thought I
would be able to easily leverage that into creating work for
my business. However, as a new small business owner, you
have to go above and beyond to demonstrate how your company can provide quality solutions and, in addition, why the
client would choose your new business over one with past
experience.”
Vinita has plans to grow her business. “I enjoy the
work but I want to move on to managing if I can bring on

Six Tips for Gaining
Government Contracts
Getting government contracts (federal, state or local)
can be challenging, admits Sunny Tuteja. But he sees
more than financial rewards in government.
“A lot of these government contracts, especially
in our field, we’re making a real difference. There
are times where we are working on something and it
directly affects national security. There is an aspirational value that comes along with actually doing [that]
work.”
Vinita Tuteja uses her early career experience
to respond to the specific needs of government entities. “I’m able to provide solutions that have a more
comprehensive approach when it comes to addressing
federal regulation security requirements and providing
solutions to remediate security vulnerabilities.”
The siblings offer these suggestions for small
business owners aspiring to get government contracts.
They are based on a basic understanding of how government contracts work.
1. Understand your company’s strengths and be
selective when responding to RFPs (Requests for
Proposal). This can be a time-intensive process and
as a small business you must spend your time wisely.
2. Responding to RFIs (Requests for Information) is a
great way for new, small companies to become known
to government agencies. Use RFIs as an opportunity to
pitch your unique approach.
3. Developing relationships with future clients is key
to winning contracts and is just as important and
possible when working with the government. A small
business specialist is assigned to each federal government agency—contact them to set up a meeting to
introduce your company and what services it can offer
the agency.
4. The SBA offers many programs for small companies
that wish to break into federal contracting. Use these
programs to increase your differentiators and even-out
the playing field.
5. Consider teaming with a larger firm to expand procurement opportunities with the government. Teaming
allows small businesses to take advantage of SBA affiliation rules, fill gaps in past performance, and develop
direct relationships with federal government agencies.
6. Obtain a certification for your company as a woman-, veteran- or minority-owned business, if your firm
qualifies. This will give you an advantage in going after
government contracts, such as being invited to exclusive networking events where you can market to those
buyers. •
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Advice for Starting Your Own Business
From Joe Clarke, mentor with SCORE,
Washington, D.C.
1. Learn business skills. Don’t underestimate the
need for business management expertise (contracts,
administration, HR, etc.) when you evaluate your business opportunity. Technical expertise is not enough.
2. Check your funds. Get a handle on your cash management needs. This is what gets most businesses in
trouble.
3. Know your strengths. Focus on the domain space
you understand well. It’s the application of technical
knowledge to a specific space (financial, defense, law
enforcement, etc.) that provides the real value.
4. Understand the client’s needs. Focus on the
client’s business problem that you are solving, not on
the technical capabilities you possess. People pay you
money because you can solve their business problems.
5. Get help. Don’t try to do this by yourself. Seek help
from others who have been there before.

Always believe in yourself and your competence and
nobody will be able to let you feel otherwise.
4. Grow your professional network. Whether you
attend industry networking events or join professional
networks online, there are many benefits to making
new professional relationships. You can always learn
something from another successful person and having
that professional community around you will inspire
you to grow and succeed.
5. Take the risk. There are no guarantees in life but
if you don’t take the risk you will never know the outcome, which could be something great. I took the risk
knowing that there’s a chance I might fail, and worst
case I would have to work for someone else. Today, I
have a successful IT security business that I am very
proud of—and it’s all because I took the risk.

From Sunny Tuteja, founder, president
and CEO, AssurIT Consulting Group.
1. Be up to the challenge.
Building and running your own
business means the end of the
traditional 9-to-5 schedule and
work-life balance. Know that
sacrifices will have to be made.

From Vinita Tuteja, founder, president
and CEO of SEVES Consulting.
1. Get started. That first step
is often the hardest. Figure out
what you need to do and take
that first step; no matter how
small that first step is, it’s progress. Then you will see how easy
it is to keep going.
2. Stay passionate, focused and determined. There
will be times when you may feel completely defeated.
These three qualities will guide you in the right direction every step of the way, and especially during those
difficult times.
3. Expect to be underestimated. Many people will
underestimate you, perhaps because you are the
youngest in the room or maybe even because you are
a female in what has been a male-dominated industry.

employees that I can trust, and that can perform at the
highest standards that I perform at.”

SUNNY TUTEJA: ENTREPRENEUR
Five years Vinita’s junior, brother Sunny says that their
family played a big part in his decision to go out on his
own. “We grew up in an entrepreneurial family, so it really

2. Find a mentor. Mentors
will play an extremely important role in your success.
Surround yourself with influencers who have crossed
the hurdles you are facing.
3. Hire well. You cannot be everywhere at once,
which means that your employees will be a reflection
of you and your brand. Train them and treat them well.
4. Be resilient. The success of your business will
directly correlate to your ability to recover from failure.
5. Continually learn. As a business owner and influencer in the cybersecurity industry, it is incumbent
upon you to continuously educate yourself and your
employees in order to be able to lead your customers
down the right path. Learning will never stop. •

planted the seed for us at a very young age.”
Working in his mother’s bridal store provided him with
hands-on experience. “The cool thing is I had the opportunity to participate in the business, more from an operations
perspective, obviously because I didn’t know anything about
wedding gowns!” he says. “I got to see how you hire people,
how you run the back office, handle accounting, issue
paychecks—even marketing and business development.”
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Like Vinita, Sunny started working for small cybersecurity companies after he completed his graduate school
work. Though Vinita invited him to join her company, he
knew he wanted his own business. His company, AssurIT
Consulting Group in Fairfax, Va., provides IT security and
management consulting to government and private businesses. As founder, president and CEO, Sunny is focused
on business development and recently brought on a partner,
Thang Pham, CISSP.
The biggest challenge starting out, he realized, was
transitioning from working for someone else to working
for yourself. “As an employee, you’re working 40 hours a
week, providing a predefined service. The biggest challenge
is making that mental shift from clocking in for a 40-hour
week and clocking out, as opposed to knowing that every
single hour that you work for yourself will eventually pay
off. Knowing that there’s no longer a work-life balance.”
Sunny sought out guidance as he put his business
plan together, searching the internet for mentors and
advice. He discovered the SBA’s SCORE program, which

provides intelligence on everything from how to find
office space to growing his client base. “The SCORE
mentors were great at helping me on the business side
and understanding how to get on some of the federal
government vehicles.”

INCREASE THE ODDS FOR SUCCESS
Joe Clarke is the mentor and consultant with SCORE who
worked with Sunny to get AssurIT off the ground. SCORE
is a free service that provides advice, counseling and mentorship to aspiring entrepreneurs by partnering them with
working and retired professionals.
Clarke often sees the gap between technical knowledge
and business sense. “Especially in the IT world, I see people
have a very firm grasp of the technology. But what they
don’t have a handle on is what are the business management functions that are needed to make that profitable. You
may be great technically, but if you don’t hold together with
all of the business functions that are required, you’re going

The Americas Information
Security Leadership Awards

NOMINATIONS OPEN UNTIL JULY 7th
Recognize an outstanding leader today!
Nominate an information security or management professional from the private or public* sector in
North, Central and South America, for their outstanding leadership and achievements in workforce
improvement. Winners will receive recognition at the 2017 Americas ISLAs luncheon gala during
(ISC)² Security Congress on Tuesday, September 26 at the JW Marriott Austin.
• Senior Information Security Professional
• Information Security Practitioner

• Up-and-Coming Information Security Professional

Nominate Now

• Community Awareness
*with the exception of the U.S.
federal government (recognized
through the GISLA Program)
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to be out of business.”
Clarke sees some basic problems surface regularly. “I
find that a vast number of people run into problems they
were not ready for—things such as cash flow management
tend to be one of the biggest things that gets people in
trouble. Insufficient planning or insight into what those
expenses are going to be and what they have to plan for are
things that get people in trouble.”
All that is teachable, says Clarke, if the individual is
willing. “The biggest factor is flexibility and openness to
input from others. Where I see people who are very rigid
or have one idea—‘This is how it’s going to work and this is
all I’m going to do’—I believe they have a higher probability
of failure.”
As for Sunny, Clarke says: “He came in with a lot of
openness. He knew he didn’t know everything, and he said
‘I’m going to see what type of resources are available’ and
was very open to taking advantage of that. That was a major
factor in helping him to move ahead.”

SIBLING RIVALRY?
Their offices are a mere seven miles apart. Do Vinita and
Sunny find themselves competing for the same work?
“The funny thing is that there’s so much work out there
that we haven’t even run into any competition with each
other—yet,” says Vinita. “As we both grow, we probably will
compete at some point but it hasn’t happened yet. I’m sure
it’s just a matter of time.”
Sunny appreciates Vinita’s accomplishments and her
forging the way: “She was my first mentor and she got me
my first job as well.” As for being business rivals? Sunny
agrees with Vinita, to a point. “Overall, I don’t see us as
competitors. But if that did happen, we would either team
up or leverage each other’s strengths or laugh about it over
dinner when I win the work, obviously!” •
DEBORAH JOHNSON is managing editor at InfoSecurity
Professional.
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