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Introduction
Since the inception of the 1st Security Force Assistance 
Brigade (SFAB), people have asked me, “What is it like to 
be in the SFAB?” My reply vaguely describes the unit’s ac-
complishments over the past 18 months. The more diffi-
cult question to answer is, “What is it like being an S-2 in 
the SFAB?” My experience as a squadron S-2 leads me to 
respond by highlighting the advising aspects of the job or 
the traditional intelligence support. In many ways, the new-
ness of the SFAB seems to cloud people’s perspective of the 
SFAB’s original purpose, which typecasts its members in the 
role of advisor or support personnel.1 Neither fully embod-
ies the essence of an intelligence advisor, and during de-
ployments the reality lies somewhere in between. One of 
the greatest challenges that an SFAB S-2 faces is balancing 
the role and responsibilities of senior intelligence advisor 
and primary staff member. If I had one phrase to describe 
my experience in navigating these challenges, it would be 
that “interesting things happen at intersections.”2

This article describes various aspects of being an SFAB in-
telligence advisor, and it highlights experiences from the 1st 
SFAB’s recent deployment to Afghanistan. The article—

ÊÊ Illustrates how doctrinal tasks affect the intelligence 
professional.

ÊÊ Describes the difference between an intelligence advi-
sor’s internal and external functions.

ÊÊ Illustrates how the intelligence advisor’s internal and 
external functions can directly affect one another in re-
lation to the operational environment influences.

ÊÊ Describes how to assess a foreign security force and es-
tablish advising goals.

ÊÊ Discusses the intelligence advisor’s role in the intelli-
gence community.

Internal and External Functions of an Advising 
Team Member

ATP 3-96.1, Security Forces Assistance Brigade, di-
vides the functions of an advising team member into two  

by Captain William J. George

Interesting Things Happen at Intersections

Advisors from 3rd Squadron, 1st Security Force Assistance Brigade alongside their partners from the Afghan National Army’s 4th Brigade, 203rd Corps in front of their Persistent 
Threat Detection System, in Logar Province, Afghanistan.
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subcategories: internal and external, as shown in Figure 1.3 
The internal functions are recognizable to any primary staff 
member, and the external functions are primarily advisor 
centric.

Operational Environment’s Influence
The impact of the operational environment and its abil-

ity to alter the distribution of an SFAB S-2’s internal and ex-
ternal advising functions cannot be overstated. Balancing 
the internal and external advising functions in the SFAB is 
not only a requirement but also an essential aspect of ad-
vising for the intelligence warfighting function. In a permis-
sive environment, intelligence advisors may find they are 
only required to conduct external advising functions, with 
some internal functions not being applicable.4 For example, 
at larger bases in Afghanistan, the preexisting infrastructure 
provides many of the internal functions of intelligence ad-
visors, limiting their need to complete these tasks them-
selves. In a less permissive environment or in situations 
where the advising team is responsible for the majority of 
the internal functions, like at the smaller manned forward 
operating bases, the execution of internal functions may be 

the higher priority for the intelligence advisor. Figure 2, on 
the next page, shows the balancing of functions in permis-
sive, semi-permissive, and hostile environments.

As we deployed to Afghanistan, it became apparent that 
we would be heavily involved with both sides of the spec-
trum. I found myself filling the role of senior intelligence of-
ficer for a forward operating base that grew from 400 to 
1,200 service members. It can be frustrating to find your-
self working on these internal functions because it is easy to 
inaccurately view these functions as contradictory to your 
role of advisor. Despite the frustration, it is imperative to 
view these functions as complementary to improving your 
ability to advise security forces in the region. All the efforts 
in base defense, construction of a targeting process, and 
management of intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance are key to understanding the environment. This un-
derstanding allows advisors to provide their partners with 
guidance that is not constructed in a vacuum.

As a minimally manned intelligence section consisting 
of one 35F (Intelligence Analyst) and one 35D (All-Source 
Intelligence Officer) responsible for an entire squadron of 

Figure 1. Intelligence Advisor Functions
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advisors, it was critical for us to find ways to increase profi-
ciency while eliminating the need for additional manpower. 
The best way for us to achieve this was to understand that 
every task we completed had to result directly in an advis-
ing effort. Many of the ways we improved proficiency were 
simple and in many cases just required a mindset change. 
One way we accomplished our goal was by creating a team 
at our base, merging three conventional units into a make-
shift intelligence section that could incorporate several ci-
vilian advisors, and coordinating with collocated special 
operations forces. Creating this team helped our future ad-
vising efforts.

The most tangible example of this was our effort in im-
proving base defense. As everyone understood, force pro-
tection came first and was a prerequisite to accomplish our 
advising efforts. As we arrived in Afghanistan, an indirect 
fire threat commandeered a lot of our time, and until we 
built our base-wide intelligence team, the responsibility fell 
to my small shop of two to address the problem. Instead of 
viewing this as an obstacle to achieving our advising mis-
sion, we had to develop ways of addressing the various 
threats in our area while maximizing effectiveness. By har-
nessing several core advisor imperatives,5 we were able to 
capitalize on the resources and personnel around us to ac-
complish our advising mission.

A lesson learned about balancing the internal support func-
tions and the external advising functions is to leverage the 
work accomplished in your internal functions against your 
advising efforts. One example is understanding the threat in 
your operational environment, specifically in terms of what 
you expect to be your most likely/dangerous course of ac-
tion. Execute your normal duties, build your most likely/
dangerous course of action, and once completed instruct a 

class on how to execute your methodology. By doing so, you 
develop a rubric with which to compare your counterpart’s 
end product. This process will be mutually beneficial by al-
lowing collaborative work to improve force protection for 
both forces, and it will achieve both your internal and your 
external functions.

Assessing Your Partner and Establishing Goals
Assessing your partner and establishing your advising 

goals should be the first thing you do when entering a the-
ater. Advisors cannot undervalue the importance of this ini-
tial assessment. It is the foundation for everything you will 
achieve during the deployment. You must synchronize as-
sessing your partner and establishing goals because com-
pleting these tasks independently of one another will only 
impede progress and you will find yourself having to start 
again after having wasted precious time. Understanding 
your partner’s capabilities and priorities is integral to de-
veloping your priorities. Doing so will allow for greater suc-
cess in working with your partner because your investment 
in their goals bolsters their confidence in you (their advi-
sor) and subsequently their confidence in the advising rela-
tionship. Key to establishing your goals is not to overreach 
your counterpart’s capabilities. If you take a simple task for 
granted, your goals may not be feasible.

A piece of advice that I can offer a future intelligence advi-
sor is to understand your partner’s culture and its effect on 
their decision-making process. Understanding the Afghans’ 
desire to reciprocate gifts and favors provided me the op-
portunity to share intelligence with my partner and get a re-
sponse in kind. This sharing of intelligence became crucial to 
our understanding of the environment. In some cases, the 
intelligence provided led to our successful interdiction of 
several indirect fire attacks on our forward operating base.

Figure 2. Operational Environment’s Influence on the Intelligence Advising Functions
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One of the greatest lessons learned that I can offer an ad-
visor as he/she sets advising goals is to “find the easy win.” 
It is critical to approach advising with realistic expectations 
about how you can assist your counterpart. Identifying your 
counterpart’s priority project will increase their buy-in to 
your advising relationship. An example of an easy win that 
we experienced while assisting our Afghan brigade counter-
parts was in improving the functionality of their Persistent 
Threat Detection System. This example illustrates an advis-
ing effort that was simple for us to influence and provided 
immediate positive feedback. It instilled a lasting resource 
for our counterpart.

In working toward assisting my counterpart in collection 
management, I found myself back-peddling and reestablish-
ing goals because I looked at the basic aspects of my pro-
fession, like understanding the importance of leveraging 
multiple intelligence disciplines, and assumed my counter-
part was proficient. Collection management became a long-
term goal, and the focus shifted to establishing systems that 
allowed for the simple management of two intelligence dis-
ciplines rather than one. Understanding your counterpart’s 
historic effectiveness in the unit is also important in order to 
assess your partner correctly. An example of this existed in 
our partner’s chain of command, which prevented the staff 
from providing assessments. Therefore, setting an advising 
goal of getting my partner to develop multiple courses of 

action for future operations would have been futile because 
his leadership would not have accepted his recommenda-
tions. Instead, we set our goals on increasing their ability to 
analyze and assess the environment to better disseminate 
intelligence to his battalions.

The Intelligence Advisor’s Role in the Intelligence 
Community

I want to highlight an aspect of the SFAB that has not 
been fully explored, which is codifying the intelligence advi-
sor’s role in the intelligence community. In many ways, the 
intelligence advisors in the SFABs are like a new piece of 
hardware available to the intelligence community. In some 
cases, these advisors may be the only intelligence profes-
sionals with access to a particular foreign security force, 
giving them a unique ability to answer priority intelligence 
requirements and specific information requirements with 
regard to their host nation’s capability.

The recent deployment to Afghanistan revealed intelli-
gence gaps left in the wake of the 2014 troop drawdown. In 
many ways, we were filling intelligence gaps that no other 
intelligence discipline or organization had the ability to do. 
This proved crucial in assisting our partners across eastern 
Afghanistan to synchronize efforts in preparing the environ-
ment for successful parliamentary elections. An intelligence 
advisor can greatly influence the intelligence community by 
fully using opportunities to communicate up and down the 
Advising Network.7 This allows intelligence advisors at the 
kandak (battalion), brigade, and corps levels to verify infor-
mation as it travels inside the Afghan chain of command.

At the core of this problem is establishing the level of out-
put the intelligence community reasonably should expect 
intelligence advisors to provide in terms of synthesized in-
telligence without overwhelming the advisor’s ability to ful-
fill the primary role of assessing, advising, supporting, and 
liaising with the foreign security force. It would be a misap-
propriation for the intelligence advisor to rely completely 
on the existing intelligence apparatus in their area of op-
erations for analysis. I argue that there are aspects of col-
lated intelligence production which the advisors themselves 
should produce because they are the lone subject matter 
experts. By doing so, the intelligence advisor acts as a force 
multiplier freeing up intelligence support in the area for 
other mission sets. In an environment where the theater 
has personnel constraints, the intelligence advisor’s unique 
ability to advise their counterparts, while simultaneously 
producing intelligence, provides an additional capacity and 
flexibility to the regional command and to the Department 
of Defense as a whole.

Find the Easy Win
Our Afghan counterparts were proficient in maintaining 

and operating the Persistent Threat Detection System but 
lacked the ability to monitor and sync this capability with 
their operations center. As a joint advising effort with intel-
ligence, operations, and signals advisors, they located the 
problem and determined that a technical issue with the in-
formation feed prevented the transmission into the opera-
tions center. With little effort, this slight technical problem 
was corrected and our partners had live video feed in their 
operations center. Within a week of the fix and with some 
minimal guidance on collection management, the brigade 
tracked five individuals as they emplaced a daisy chain of 
three improvised explosive devices (IEDs) at a school and 
voter registration site. The Afghan S-2 section monitored 
the individuals’ movements from emplacement back to 
their production site. They also coordinated efforts in their 
joint operations center to deploy their quick reaction force 
and explosive ordnance disposal element. All five individu-
als were detained along with the components at their pro-
duction site, and the IEDs were disarmed with no casualties. 
This example illustrates an advising effort that was simple for 
us to influence. It also provided immediate positive feedback 
and instilled a lasting resource for our counterpart.6
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Conclusion
Balancing the internal and external advising functions in 

the SFAB is not only a requirement but also an essential as-
pect of advising for the intelligence warfighting function. It 
is imperative to view the internal advisor functions as com-
plementary to the advising mission set. These functions can 
produce a hectic environment, but with the application of 
the right tools, systems, and processes, these issues trans-
form from challenges into opportunities. Although the op-
erational environment influences the distribution of these 
functions, understand that the division of these functions is 
not set. The operational environment shifts the focus and at 
times blurs the line between the internal and external func-
tions. If you see everything as an advising effort, the frus-
tration that may result from attempting to balance these 
functions will be limited.

Future mission sets will contribute to the ever-shifting life 
of an SFAB advisor and will provide additional context and 
lessons to continue to shape both doctrine and best prac-
tices that intelligence advisors use. The broad yet focused 
experiences of being an SFAB S-2 will continue to shape my 
effectiveness as an intelligence professional, and I am look-
ing forward to the next mission set because “interesting 
things happen at intersections.”
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