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The U.S. military faces a paradox: While invest-
ing heavily in next-generation platforms and 
autonomous systems for large-scale combat 

operations (LSCO), the Department of War is dis-
mantling one of its most cost-effective tools—military 
advising—just as China and Russia expand their own 
advisory operations across Africa, Latin America, 
and Southeast Asia.1 In May 2025, the U.S. Army 
announced the deactivation of two of its six security 
force assistance brigades (SFAB) and the downsizing 
of Security Force Assistance Command (SFAC) to fall 
under U.S. Army Forces Command (now U.S. Army 
Western Hemisphere Command).2 These advising cuts 
follow earlier decisions by the U.S. Air Force to shutter 
three of its specialized air advising squadrons in 2022.3 
Moreover, the Department of the Air Force budget for 
fiscal year 2026 eliminates two mobility support advi-
sory squadrons despite their operations and mainte-
nance costing only about $2 million a year.4 These cuts 
to advisory jobs are justified as providing more person-
nel to units focused on conducting LSCO. However, 
proxy wars continue to be a mainstay of competitive 

foreign policy by China, Iran, Russia, and the United 
States, meaning America needs more military advisors, 
not just more units for LSCO.5

The United States has long struggled to institution-
alize, let alone define, military advising.6 For decades, 
ad hoc advising missions were assembled for contin-
gency operations, often with unclear mandates and 
limited staying power. The results have been mixed. 
In Iraq and Afghanistan, over $100 billion was spent 
training, advising, and equipping security forces that 
ultimately collapsed when U.S. and Western advisors 
(and contractors) withdrew.7 These overall failures 
echoed similar experiences in Vietnam.8 Yet the more 
recent U.S. experience in Ukraine offers a striking 
counterexample that demonstrates the great, if mostly 
unrealized, promise of military advising when done 
right. There, persistent advising efforts by the United 
States and many other NATO countries since 2014 
helped transform the Ukrainian military, and, perhaps 
more importantly, its defense institutions into a robust 
fighting force capable of withstanding the 2022 full-
scale Russian invasion.9
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Despite recent success of military advising mis-
sions, they remain poorly understood, contingent, and 
undervalued across all military branches. Advisors 
operate in the seams between peace and war, strate-
gy and tactics—where doctrine is often unclear, but 
outcomes matter most. Their missions often unde-
servedly lack the bureaucratic clarity or prestige of 
traditional combat operations. Consequently, advising 
has been treated as a niche capability rather than a 
core competency. The partial dismantling of SFABs 
and air advising units reflects this lingering strategic 
prejudice and suggests that more reductions to SFABs 
and other advising units is likely.

At a time when great power competition hinges on 
the performance of coalitions and burden sharing as 

advocated for in the 2026 National Defense Strategy, mili-
tary advising remains structurally marginalized, doctrin-
ally underdeveloped, and bureaucratically fragmented.10 
Advising missions are not viewed as a core duty by the 
military services because they prefer to focus on force 
generation (e.g., train, equip). Meanwhile, geographic 
combatant commands are oriented toward operational 
execution, and the success of most nonkinetic missions 
are dependent on advisors who are providing security 
force assistance (SFA) to bolster the military capabilities 
of allies and partners.11 The result is an advising enter-
prise that remains disconnected from the larger cam-
paign and strategic objectives, undervalued in planning 
processes, and underresourced in force structure. Yet 
military advising is a relatively cheap endeavor that can 

Col. Mathew F. Bunch, commander, and Command Sgt. Maj. Darvin T. Williams, Security Force Assistance Command (SFAC), case the colors 
during the unit’s inactivation ceremony on 8 January 2026 at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. SFAC served as the Army headquarters responsi-
ble for organizing, training, and equipping security force assistance brigades. (Photo by Pfc. Jaquari Lindsey, U.S. Army)
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have an outsized, strategically important impact on 
improving the professionalism, readiness, and ultimately 
the military effectiveness of allied and partner militar-
ies.12 Advising is more than just a military task; it is also 
strategic campaigning through relationships and, when 
done right, can be a significant force multiplier that 
contributes to deterrence because of the ability of U.S. 
advisors to enable an ally or partner force to be more 
capable at conducting LSCO.13

This article argues that military advising is not a 
niche capability but a core pillar of joint campaigning 
that must be fully resourced and institutionalized 
to compete effectively against adversarial powers. 
First, we trace the evolution of U.S. advising doctrine, 
showing how hard-learned lessons from the Cold War 
have been only partially learned and institutionalized. 
Second, through examples from Africa, Europe, and 
recently conducted large-scale exercises, we show how 
purpose-built advisor teams can create decisive ad-
vantages across the competition continuum (competi-
tion, crisis, and conflict).14 Third, we diagnose bureau-
cratic seams that continue to dilute advising’s strategic 
value and outline why solutions to improving advising 
and other forms of security assistance continue to fal-

ter. Finally, we offer a 
practical blueprint for a 
permanent joint advis-
ing force that is spans 
strategic, operational, 
and tactical levels sup-
ported by a sub-unified 
advising command. 
This proposal would 
help unify scattered 
capabilities, center 
efforts on building the 
institutional capacity of 

military partners, drive doctrinal innovation, and give 
policymakers and combatant commanders a standing, 
scalable instrument for campaigning by, with, and 
through partners.

Legacy and Limitations of U.S. 
Military Advising

U.S. military advising has a long history but a check-
ered legacy. From the Korean War’s Korean Military 
Advisory Group (KMAG) to the embedded military 
transition teams (MiTT) of Iraq and Afghanistan, U.S. 
advisors have long supported the development of for-
eign militaries.15 Yet these efforts have varied dramati-
cally in purpose, structure, and effectiveness. Advising 
has too often been improvised, a temporary wartime 
expedient rather than a permanent strategic function.

The KMAG, established in 1949, exemplifies 
successful advising. A small cadre of U.S. advisors re-
built the South Korean army, enabling it to carry the 
frontline burden by 1953 and laying the foundation 
for a resilient military. By 1953, South Korean forces 
were carrying much of the frontline burden and ab-
sorbing two-thirds of total allied casualties. KMAG’s 
long-term, embedded presence laid the foundation for 
a resilient, self-sustaining military.16 This led to Gen. 
James Van Fleet, who already had success training 
and advising the Greek military, to describe the value 
and importance of his time training the South Korean 
military in his famous “25 Divisions for the Cost of 
One” essay written in 1954, which outlined the vari-
ous ways in which U.S. advising produced major gains 
in the Korean War without having to risk the lives of 
American troops.17

By contrast, more recent efforts in Iraq and 
Afghanistan highlight the weaknesses of hope as a 
strategy when it comes to advising other militaries. This 
so-called train-and-pray model failed: advisors focused
on metrics like troops trained or equipment delivered 

rather than building 
resilient institutions 
to oversee, manage, 
sustain, and effectively 
employ partner forc-
es.18 In both conflicts, 
American forces largely 
cycled through short 
advisory rotations, often 
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with unclear objectives, minimal continuity, and little 
cultural or institutional fluency. Despite small pockets 
of success in SOF (special operations forces)-to-SOF 
advising efforts, in 2014, the Iraqi army collapsed in the 
face of a numerically smaller Islamic State force, de-
spite $24.6 billion in U.S. military assistance since 2003, 
while Afghanistan’s army unraveling in 2021 followed a 
similar pattern, with security forces cracking after U.S. 
and NATO forces and contractors withdrew.19

Much of these failures was amplified by a founda-
tional mismatch between advisory ambition and in-
stitutional design. On the one hand, the U.S. military 
historically values lethal operations, decisive maneu-
ver, technological superiority, conventional warfight-
ing, and LSCO. Whereas advising, on the other hand, 
requires long-term relationship building, embedded 
presence, and a tolerance for ambiguity—qualities 
rarely emphasized in current U.S. military promotion 
systems and doctrine. There is no “perfect” check-
list or manual to follow for achieving success with a 
partner force—advising requires adaptability, cultural 
fluency, and institutional insight. Moreover, previous 
advising efforts lacked the organizational and insti-
tutional capacity and leadership to sustain enduring 
capabilities within a foreign security force. For exam-
ple, MiTTs and Special Forces operational detachment 
alphas often operated as one-off solutions, with limit-
ed ability to coordinate across echelons and domains 
or build institutional capacity in partner security 
forces.20 Thus, the building of “military enclaves” of 
excellence with foreign SOF, such as the Danab, or 
“lightning force,” in Somalia, is unsustainable as it only 
leads to further fragmentation of host-nation security 
forces due to one unit being dependent on U.S. fund-
ing, training, and equipment.21

Since KMAG, nearly every generation has tried 
to codify advising under a different banner, such 
as the MAAGs in Taiwan and Vietnam, MiTTs in 
Iraq, or the operational mentoring and liaison teams 
in Afghanistan.22 Yet each iteration of advising was 
treated as a wartime expedient rather than a core 
competency, leaving little behind in institutional 
memory. Field Manual 3-22, Army Support to Security 
Cooperation, and Army Techniques Publication 3-96.1, 
Security Force Assistance Brigade, finally recognized SFA 
as a doctrinal function, but the force-management 
system never caught up, which produced mismatches 

between strategic ambition and organizational design 
evident in Iraq and Afghanistan.23

The formation of SFABs in 2017 was an attempt to 
correct these deficiencies while reducing the strain on 
conventional units that were sliced up to contribute 
troops to ad hoc advising missions. Unlike previous ad-
vising efforts, which were developmental activities such 
as train and equip during armed conflict, SFABs were 
designed as dedicated advising formations in compe-
tition, manned by technically and tactically proficient 
soldiers who were selected and trained specifically 
for advisory missions. Having professionally trained 
advisors represented a shift from episodic, ad hoc teams 
to cohesive, professionalized units capable of embed-
ding long-term with foreign security forces to advise 
from the tactical to the operational level. SFAB teams 
have deployed to every region, providing persistent 
engagement, logistical mentoring, operational planning 
support, and multinational interoperability building.

Yet, the SFAB model has struggled to overcome 
bureaucratic skepticism and underresourcing, and it 
has largely focused on the tactical level. Despite their 
relatively small footprint and low cost compared to 
combat brigades, SFABs have been subject to manning 
cuts and mission ambiguity. Their contributions are 
often misunderstood or undervalued by conventional 
force planners. In 2025, the decision to deactivate two 
SFABs reflects a broader trend: a return to episodic 
advising at the very moment the strategic environment 
demands persistent, integrated engagement. This trend 
is not isolated to the U.S. Army either. Interviews at 
the UK Ministry of Defence in March 2025 led to the 
discovery that the British SFAB unit—formed around 
the same time to emulate U.S. SFABs—was going to 
be disbanded due to a desire to focus on conventional 
warfighting.24 Yet military advising can work and deliv-
er significant strategic wins but only when it is institu-
tionalized, resourced, and strategically nested within 
broader campaign plans and strategic guidance. 

Advisors Across the Continuum: 
Competition, Crisis, Conflict 
Explained

Military advisors are often treated as a niche ca-
pability—an outlier that is useful in the periphery but 
irrelevant during LSCO. Such pessimism is outdated. 
New literature and experimentation show how advisors 
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enable combat operations across the competition con-
tinuum, especially in the realm of LSCO.25 When SFA 
is embedded in strategic planning and executed by ded-
icated professionals, tangible advantages are achieved 
in each phase of the competition continuum. Advisors 
shape deterrence during competition and crisis, help 
win the opening battles, and regenerate combat power 
during prolonged operations. As one current advisor put 
it, the ultimate aim is to build interoperability so that a 
partner brigade can fight with the same effectiveness of 
a U.S. combat brigade, especially on day one of LSCO.26

Competition: Presence, access, and relation-
ship-building. Most effective advising occurs long 
before the first shot is fired. In the competition phase, 
advisors offer the United States unique tools that shape 
the operational environment through forward presence, 
military-to-military relationships, and institutional 
development. Deployed advisors in critical theaters cul-
tivate trust and promote interoperability that cannot 
be surged in a crisis. Stated differently, advisors are the 
example of how the military campaigns in competition, 
especially in those regions where they are the only land 
component force in the theater, such as in Central and 
South America.

In regions where great power competition is most 
acute, such as in the Indo-Pacific and eastern Europe, 
advisors provide combatant commands with persistent 
situational awareness and early indicators of part-
ner-force capabilities and limitations. Unlike traditional 
U.S. military units that rotate episodically, advisors 
often remain embedded, living and working alongside 
their foreign counterparts. This intimacy fosters a level 
of ground-truth understanding that satellite imagery or 
unobserved partner assessments cannot match.

Advisors also serve as strategic indicators of U.S. 
priorities. American advisor presence reassures allies 
and deters adversaries by demonstrating long-term 
commitment. Although advising at the institutional or 
ministerial levels remains particularly undervalued and 
underused, when America does prioritize advisors at 
the strategic level, partners know the United States is 
invested not only in their training but in their insti-
tutional resilience as well. For adversaries, persistent 
advisor presence complicates adversarial planning, thus 

A Korean Military Advisory Group artillery advisor watches South Ko-
rean soldiers load a 105 mm howitzer circa 1952 in the Republic of 
Korea. (Photo courtesy of the U.S. Army Center of Military History)
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imposing a greater cost to adversarial aggression and 
contributing to deterrence.

Crisis: Integration and interoperability. When 
competition escalates into crisis, advisory capacity 
becomes a critical enabler of rapid coalition alignment 
and response. In this phase, advisors help synchronize 
planning, bridge interoperability gaps, and cue multi-
national action—all under tight time constraints. U.S. 
doctrine increasingly emphasizes the need for rapid 
maneuver, long-range fires, and joint all-domain op-
erations. None of this is possible in a coalition context 
without advisors embedded with partner forces.

SFABs in particular are already structured for such 
integration. Their teams are trained to communicate 
across partner, joint, and interagency systems; many are 
equipped with digital liaison kits, enabling them to plug 
into combined joint all-domain command-and-control 
frameworks. Moreover, advisors can serve as first re-
sponders. If conflict erupts, advisors already in theater 
are positioned to shape outcomes from the onset of 
hostilities as an inside force. Their embedded pres-
ence means they are not deploying cold. Advisors help 
partner units fight smarter and faster, while informing 
U.S. forces with real-time assessments. Advisors can 
deconflict airspace, coordinate fires, and troubleshoot 
logistics in coalition operations. This is especially criti-
cal in contested theaters where delays or misalignment 
could cost lives and strategic momentum.

Conflict: Regeneration and endurance. Once 
armed conflict breaks out, advisors shift from engage-
ment and integration to resilience and regeneration. 
LSCO requires partner forces to sustain momentum 
under extreme pressure. That means reconstituting 
damaged units, repairing logistics, sustaining main-
tenance, and building fresh formations while fighting 
continues. SFABs are uniquely suited for this.

Drawing lessons from KMAG in Korea and recent 
Western advising efforts in Ukraine, the ability to 
regenerate partner forces during armed conflict can be 
decisive.27 Advisors with long-standing relationships 
and deep knowledge of partner institutions can rap-
idly assess damage, redirect logistics, and streamline 
mobilization processes. If given the opportunity in a 
conventional wartime scenario, advisors can scale up 
advisory missions at the operational and institutional 
levels by helping partners to not just survive but to 
rebuild and adapt mid-conflict. Unfortunately, due to 

palace politics, SFAB advisors to date have mostly been 
kept out of the broader war effort to support and liaise 
Ukraine’s military.28

When advisors are allowed to remain embedded 
after conflict begins, there are numerous advising tasks 
they could accomplish but only because advisors had 
developed a relationship prior to the conflict. Such 
“advising-in-conflict” activities could include mentoring 
at training centers, supporting defense ministry logis-
tics hubs, and/or helping partner staff officers set up 
tracking systems to manage fuel and ammunition flows. 
Such tasks are often neglected in conventional training 
pipelines, yet they are the connective tissue that sustains 
warfighting. That said, these are the types of boring, 
nonkinetic tasks that SOF do not perform, as U.S. SOF 
typically prioritize advising foreign SOF units, leaving 
gaps in broader development of conventional forces.

Finally, in a combat environment, SFAB advisors 
serve as continuity nodes. Typically, when units rotate 
and conditions evolve, advisors maintain the institu-
tional memory and doctrinal bridgework that ensures 
interoperability does not unravel. More importantly, 
advisors can bring battlefield lessons back into U.S. 
joint planning cycles, enabling rapid adaptation for 
both partners and U.S. forces. In this way, advisors help 
generate not only combat power but also institutional 
resilience across multiple domains.

Toward a Joint, Integrated Advising 
Capability—From Ad Hoc to 
Enduring

Divesture of advising units across the U.S. military 
sends a troubling and myopic strategic message: advis-
ing is an expendable luxury rather than a foundational 
element of modern campaigning. While the Pentagon 
continues to emphasize allies and partners in its na-
tional and military strategy documents, its force struc-
ture and programming choices suggest a dangerous dis-
connect. The risk is not just Army-specific. Outside of 
smaller-scale SOF efforts, the broader joint force could 
be left without the institutional tools to shape, deter, 
and prevail alongside coalition partners—precisely 
at the time when adversaries like China and Russia 
are expanding their own military advisory footprints 
worldwide. When advising and security cooperation 
are viewed through the lenses of access, influence, and 
burden sharing, it becomes clear that advising should 
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be treated as importantly as LSCO, especially given the 
radical cost differences between the two.29

The SFAB and SFAC models were far from perfect, 
but they did represent a step toward professionalizing, 
institutionalizing, and scaling advising, at least within 
the Army. What is now needed is not retreat but an 
evolution toward a purpose-built, joint advising archi-
tecture that supports global campaigning across the tac-
tical, operational, and the (oft-neglected) institutional 
levels. There are a number of ways such a capability 
could be stood up and effectively nested with ongoing 
advising efforts. One way would be to create a Joint 
Security Cooperation Group–Global ( JSCGG)—a 
modular advising command capable of deploying 
multidomain advisory teams across the competition 
continuum. The JSCGG would unify existing advising 
units across services, develop joint security cooperation 
(SC) and SFA doctrine, certify modular advisor teams, 
and align missions with theater campaign plans. 

Establishing JSCGG as a joint command would 
mean overcoming the typical bureaucratic dynamics, 
particularly around authorities, resource allocation, 
and interservice coordination. Clear delineation of 
command-and-control relationships with existing 
geographic combatant commands (GCC) and SOF 
structures would be essential to ensure seamless 
operational integration. A phased implementation 
approach could help mitigate bureaucratic resistance, 
starting with integrating existing advising capabilities 
under a unified doctrinal framework before progress-
ing to deeper structural alignment. Moreover, to fos-
ter broad institutional support, senior leadership must 
emphasize JSCGG’s role as a force multiplier that 
enhances rather than detracts from existing service 
capabilities and priorities.

Another option could be creating the JSCGG 
as a sub-unified component command under U.S. 
Special Operations Command, with a theater special 
operations command at each GCC.30 Importantly, 
this integrated, joint capability would not need to be 
built from scratch. For example, the Army’s Security 
Assistance Training Management Organization, SFAC, 
and the Joint Center for International Security Force 
Assistance all offer elements that could be integrated 
into a unified, scalable conventional advising force 
across echelons. Instead of being scattered across 
commands and stovepiped by service prerogatives, 

these capabilities could be fused into a joint formation 
aligned to regional and global campaign plans. Under 
this potential joint construct, advisors could be mis-
sion-tailored based on theater demand, such as more 
maneuver in eastern Europe, more sustainment and 
fires in the Pacific, or more institutional capacity build-
ing in Africa or Latin America.

The Joint Center for International Security Force 
Assistance is an important knowledge center; its depth 
of lessons learned collected from joint SFA activities 
are impressive, but it lacks force-generation author-
ity. The Security Assistance Training Management 
Organization manages case-by-case Title 22 and Title 
10 training missions but does not campaign collec-
tively as part of any theater plan. Under this potential 
construct, a JSCGG should own billets, doctrine, and 
readiness—similar to U.S. Cyber Command’s Title 10 
responsibilities—allowing it to source modular advisor 
teams, certify their training, and deploy them under a 
single global concept of employment. Current centers 
would fold into the new joint command as functional 
directorates (e.g., Doctrine, Lessons-Learned, Foreign 
Military Sales Integration), eliminating redundancy 
while preserving expertise. Critics may argue that a 
JSCGG diverts resources from conventional forces. 
However, its low-cost, high-impact model leverages 
existing structures, requiring minimal new investment 
and meeting the demands of GCCs of providing SC/
SFA to certain countries to achieve priorities and ob-
jectives in specific regions.

Remodeling existing SFABs needs to also be an 
imperative. Rather than maintaining a legacy structure 
focused mostly on maneuver, these units should shift 
toward enabling those domains in which warfighting 
functions partners most struggle with such as intelli-
gence, fires, and sustainment. They should also become 
habitual partners with joint task forces and combined 
joint operations centers, integrating advising into the 
command-and-control architecture of coalition warf-
ighting, not just episodic engagements.

Importantly, such a capability must give equal pri-
ority and attention to the institutional level of advising. 
History shows that advisors that are deeply engaged in 
the oversight and management of partner forces are 
critical to success. This is especially so when they are 
deployed over the long-term, consistently to the same 
partners and units, and to host-nation governments 
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with closely aligned security interests to those of the 
United States.31

In theory, such a joint, integrated advising capa-
bility would give coherence and direction to a field 
long plagued by improvisation and duplication. This 
construct would establish enduring joint SFA doctrine, 
codify training standards, and establish clear career 
pathways. It would ensure that lessons from Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Ukraine, and other security cooperation 
efforts are institutionalized rather than relearned at 
great cost in the next armed conflict. Most importantly, 
it would offer a scalable means of campaigning by, with, 
and through allies and partners, even in theaters where 
persistent U.S. presence is politically or logistically con-
strained. Senior leaders must seize this opportunity to 
institutionalize advising as a strategic priority, ensuring 
the joint force can campaign effectively with partners 
in an era of intensifying competition. Because, unlike 
many Pentagon programs, advising is one of the few 
efforts that is penny wise and dollar stronger.32

If the United States is serious about competing 
with near-peer adversaries and sustaining coalitional 
LSCO, then advising cannot remain an afterthought. It 
must be hardwired into how the joint force campaigns. 
Strategic alignment must translate into institutional 
commitment—measured in billets, budgets, and force 
design. The alternative is returning to the train-and-
pray model, where ad hoc advising teams hope that 
their partner forces can fight and win without endur-
ing mentorship or operational integration.

Strategic Imperatives and the Future 
of Military Advising

The thinking that military advising is a peripheral 
activity is misguided. To meet the demands of future 

A Korean Military Advisory Group G-2 (intelligence) advisor briefs 
a South Korean engineer platoon about to set out on a reconnais-
sance mission circa 1951 in the Republic of Korea. (Photo courtesy 
of the U.S. Army Center of Military History)
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coalition warfare and help avoid its use, the Pentagon 
must elevate advising from an ad hoc task to a core 
competency that stretches across the tactical, oper-
ational, and strategic levels; is integrated into plans, 
policy, and campaign design; and is resourced ac-
cordingly. The U.S. military cannot continue to treat 
advising as an ancillary capability—revived in times of 
crisis, underresourced in times of calm, discarded when 
bureaucratic priorities shift, and at the cost of readi-
ness to brigade combat teams. The current divesting 
of advising units reflects this pattern, which repeats 
the historical cycle of ignoring historical lessons of the 
strategic value of embedded advisors.

The international security environment no longer 
allows for such neglect. As China and Russia become 
regional hegemons, the United States cannot afford to 
campaign alone. Operational success in future coali-
tional LSCO will depend heavily on whether allied and 
partner militaries are ready, resilient, and interopera-
ble. This is not a hypothetical challenge. From Taiwan 
to Ukraine, from the Baltics to the Sahel, America’s 
global strategy hinges on the performance of other 
foreign security forces.

Advisors are the most connective element between 
strategy and execution. They translate intent into ca-
pacity. They bridge cultural, doctrinal, and procedural 
divides that otherwise inhibit coalition warfare. They 
generate operational tempo not only through fires and 

maneuver but also through logistics, planning, sustain-
ment, and intelligence. These are not auxiliary tasks, 
because they are the core to victory.

To institutionalize this capability, the joint force 
must create a dedicated advising capability—not 
necessarily large but purpose-built. This command 
should be jointly staffed, doctrine driven, and capable 
of aligning advising activities with the distinct phases 
of the competition continuum. It must be more than 
a coordination cell or administrative hub; it must 
house the intellectual and operational leadership for 
advising across the U.S. military. A new joint advising 
command must provide doctrinal innovation that dif-
ferentiates among activities like operations, training, 
and equipping building alliances versus advising for 
LSCO while rigorously assessing partner needs versus 
wants. Without such a capability, advising will remain 
fragmented, undertheorized, and reactive. Most im-
portantly, and in line with the Trump administration, 
U.S. military advising supports and enables foreign 
military sales, making allies and partners more likely 

Soldiers with the 3rd Security Forces Assistance Brigade advise the 
Royal Saudi Land Forces (RSLF) during National Training Center Ro-
tation 26-02 on 11 November 2025 at Fort Irwin, California. Partner-
ing with U.S. Army Central, the RSLF demonstrated superior interop-
erability and operational effectiveness with 2nd Brigade, 1st Cavalry 
Division, as they conducted their first-ever U.S. Army combat training 
center rotation. (Photo by Staff Sgt. Devon Jones, U.S. Army)
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to purchase and maintain U.S. weapon systems, fur-
ther ensuring interoperability and easier integration 
for coalition LSCO.33

The joint force must also rethink how it re-
cruits, trains, employs, and rewards its advisors. 
Advising should not be a backwater assignment or 
a detour from “real” career progression. It should 
be a sought-after specialization, akin to foreign area 
officers or SOF, with clear pathways for advancement 
and recognition. Promotion boards should formally 
recognize and reward sustained advising experience, 
linguistic proficiency, and cultural expertise as metrics 
for advancement. Finally, incorporating structured 
mentorship programs specifically aimed at advising 
personnel would further demonstrate institutional 
commitment, helping to cultivate leaders who deeply 
value and understand both SC and SFA.

Doctrine must evolve as well. The binary logic of 
peacetime shaping and wartime fighting misses the real-
ity that modern competition blends both. Advising must 
be reconceptualized as a continuous activity across the 
competition–crisis–conflict spectrum. Future advising 
formations must be trained and postured to shift seam-
lessly across phases: from enabling deterrence, to shaping 
initial responses, to regenerating partner combat power 
in protracted conflicts. As recent joint doctrine updates 
reflect, the advisor’s role is not static; it must evolve and 
adapt with strategic needs.34

Finally, advising should be treated as a critical pillar 
of campaign design. Too often, advisors are inserted 
into operations as afterthoughts or deployed under 
vague mandates. Instead, campaign planners should 
integrate advisors directly into theater significant secu-
rity cooperation initiatives where feasible. This requires 
not just better staffing of advisory billets but a cultur-
al shift in how planners, commanders, and political 

leaders view the strategic utility of enabling multiyear, 
multidomain military advising.

The future of military advising must be joint, 
persistent, and outcome oriented. While advising 
outcomes are inherently difficult to quantify, relying 
solely on inputs like training hours or equipment de-
livered distorts the true impact of advisory missions. 
Instead, more nuanced metrics (e.g., partner force’s 
ability to conduct independent operations, regenerate 
combat power, and sustain logistics under fire) should 
drive assessments of effectiveness. It must focus on 
effects: Does this partner have the will to fight? Does 
their military allow them to innovate in combat? 
Can they survive losses and regenerate? Can they 
operate in stride with American units under contest-
ed conditions? How can they share global security 
burdens and help deter U.S. adversaries? Answering 
these questions requires more than mere optimism, it 
requires U.S. advising investments: time, talent, and 
institutional will. The United States cannot strate-
gically afford another return to the train-and-pray 
model with foreign militaries.

The United States has a simple choice: it can allow 
its advising enterprise to atrophy into irrelevance or it 
can recommit to building the capabilities, institutions, 
and formations that allow U.S. power to scale through 
partners. As great power competition intensifies, the 
choice between having more or less advisors will impact 
integrated deterrence, resilient coalitions, and decisive 
victories on future battlefields. Few investments offer 
this level of strategic return for so little cost. Advising is 
where penny wisdom becomes strategic power.   

This material is based upon work supported by the 
Defense Security Cooperation University research program 
under Grant/Cooperative Agreement No. HQ0034241006.
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