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 Introduction

The fragility of transitioning or conflict countries can be addressed by effective capacity building 

conducted by advisors strategically recruited, selected and trained.  Advising is a tool of internatio-

nal assistance which promises of strengthening host country institutions, systems and processes.  In 

order to deliver on that promise, countries who deploy advisors need to make informed decisions 

on who to entrust with this assistance, how to prepare them and how to support their activities to 

maximize the potential of the mission.  Progress has been made in the last decade but much remains 

to be learned and institutionalized.  As was discussed in the workshop, advisors are often selected 

without consideration of their background, experience, or training, which has been found to severely 

hinder the advisory effort. And often, pre-deployment training fails to expose advisors to local pro-

cesses, doctrine, and/or history. And training is neither standardized across providers of assistance 

nor are they focused on advising as they still privilege combat training at the SFA level.  To contribute 

to that remaining need for additional knowledge and insights, the NATO Security Force Assistance 

Centre of Excellence (NATO SFA COE) organized a Workshop on Advising as a Capability for SFA on 

6-7 December 2018 at the Centre for High Defence Studies (CASD), in Rome.

The workshop was co-chaired by Colonel Franco Merlino, the Director of the Centre, and Dr. Nadia 

Gerspacher, Academic Director of the MODA program, author and expert.  The workshop was desi-

gned and implemented by Capt. Ludovica Glorioso and Dr. Gerspacher with the aim to address the 

strategic advisor profile in the SFA environment from a multidisciplinary prospective and to have an 

arena of discussion on the issues regarding training and education and lesson identified. The goal of 

the workshop was to further the knowledge of advising of the SFA community and others who work to 

build the capacity of security forces. Consistent with the multidisciplinary approach, the 2-day work-

shop brought together managers of capacity building programs from a variety of countries as well as 

experienced practitioners and training professionals. Their presentations and the discussion with the 

workshop attendees inventoried the existing lessons and reflections around how to set up advising 

missions for sustainable capacity building activities.  

This report will present the views as given by those experts, the current issues raised by the discussion 

with the audience and the final recommendations made. Focusing on the most pressing Strategic 

advisor debates in the SFA domain, the workshop aimed to support the creation of the community 

of practice by examining a wide range of issues, including the current dillemas in training courses to 

build an effective advisor.
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Opportunities in Recruitment, Selection and Tasking

Planning for advising missions requires first and foremost to gain an in-depth understanding of what 

advising tasks can deliver as opposed to training, mentoring and even monitoring.  Advising consists 

of sharing of expertise to develop solutions to capacity gaps.  If institution building at either national 

or local levels is the aim, planning advising missions is appropriate and can deliver stronger systems 

that function more effectively to manage logistics, human resources, contracting, and strategy de-

velopment, etc…    Alternatively, if the transfer of skills, whether on how to maintain equipment or 

populate databases, is determined to be a gap to be addressed, a training effort is more adequate.  

   

Tasking requires a good understanding of the enabling context needed for advising activities to ef-

fectively build sustainable capacity.  Thus, the language of the tasking and the approach which un-

derpins it must integrate lessons of the past 20 years of advising.  Namely, advising should be under-

stood as a political as well as a technical endeavour, respecting local ideas for change is the only 

way to make room for it, guarding against making things worse and doing as little harm as possible, 

looking for viable and sustainable solutions to capacity gaps and being mindful of absorptive capa-

city.  Mandates of advisors need to give them enough time to develop constructive, peer-to-peer 

relationships with counterparts who will have to take the lead toward change.  Mandates also need 

to include the parameters of the advisor’s mission which includes what advisors can/should do and 

what is outside of the purview of the advisor and needs to be referred to other actors.  This is espe-

cially important to ensure that advisors don’t use equipment transfers as leverage for getting access 

to institutional processes and systems.  The importance of coordination was also discussed several 

times during the workshop, highlighting the need for taskings to include a context of collaboration 

across relevant international assistance providers.

So it is essential to generate synergies, being a matter of coherence in pursuing the same goal,

and it has to be reflected in the planning document at operational and strategical level.

Tasking that comes from informed planning then lays the foundation for recruitment and selecting 

guidelines.  Developing the profile of advisors that can be effective at SFA and Security Sector Re-

form (SSR) in general was signalled as an area needing further work.  Advisors are recruited along the 

lines of the tasking and based on their technical knowledge and expertise.  
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Advising, it was argued, is a fundamentally fluid and political endeavour. Therefore, professionals 

who are technical and lack the ability to develop relationships, read a room, have the sensitivities 

needed to understand what is not being said and have the patience and curiosity to engage in 

many consultations with counterparts and stakeholders will have a difficult time advising effectively.  

In addition, effective advisors are able to identify the components of their expertise which can be 

viable in the host country context and understand that their goal is to customize a solution to fit in the 

environment through both buy-in and existing capacity.  
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Insights for curriculum design

The element of cultural awareness, consisting from the knowledge of the host culture and the sensiti-

vity towards cultural differences, was deemed to be necessary but not sufficient for preparing advi-

sors for their capacity building tasks.  While understanding the cultural norms and habits of counter-

parts and other stakeholders is important and technical expertise is key, providing the advisors with 

relationship building skills and mission management aptitudes.  In addition, it is key to equip advisors 

with the advising mindset which privileges the leadership and the interests of host country counter-

parts as it is important to understand what change is possible in a specific time and place.  Essentially, 

advisors must create a space for themselves and to gain credibility and legitimacy in the eyes of host 

country counterparts.  

 

The Speakers demonstrated the importance of comprehensive training which includes the advising 

skills mentioned above, operational readiness, country study including language instruction and 

key concepts of international assistance such as governance, rule of law, corruption, and mission 

knowledge including the ability to map a mission.  Additional areas required for preparing advisors 

adequately include the tools for mitigating dilemmas that arise frequently, how to address complex 

problems.  Overall, military and civilian officers all need to exemplify behavioral changes.

The request for checklists and concrete procedures was also mentioned several times during the 

workshop.  Training programs who provide either tips (earn trust with the counterpart) or checklists 

for how to go about advising are not equipping advisors effectively.  In effect, advisors need to 

reflect, assess, evaluate and identify viable solutions on their own while working hand in hand with 

host country counterparts.  There is no effective importable model so advisors need all the skills to 

identify what can work in a specific context and have the tools to support the development of those 

unique solutions.

The presentation of an evaluation of advising programs revealed the importance of teaching the 

complex web of knowledge, skills and information.  Interestingly, evaluation of advising instruction 

months after it occurred and well in the deployment cycle of advisors reveals that advisors trained 

to behave differently after a mindset shift do not report having made this transition even when their 

actions demonstrate effective advising efforts.  
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This suggests that an integration of the mindset of advisors characterized in part by the fact that they 

are outsiders with no authority to make change is regularly achieved and in use by advisors.

One of the key points made throughout the workshop is the importance of institutionalizing training 

curriculum.  The lack of standardization and of the professionalization of advising as a capacity bu-

ilding task is partly due to a lack of institutionalization.  Training programs change in accordance 

to the managers of programs more often than is productive for advising.  Instead, it is important for 

programs of capacity building nature to have a process to integrate the various content areas in the 

way of doing business rather than allow the logistical and implementation challenges to dictate the 

content from iteration to iteration.  While progress is paramount in training content, a general sense 

of good practices and a theory of change are important to maintain consistency from advisor 

to advisor.   

6



Methodology and Approaches to Training

Methodology was also deemed one of the key decisions of training which will lead to effective ad-

vising.  It is conventional wisdom that interactive, adult learning principles-driven training provides 

the opportunity to trainees to practice the skills learned, know when to use a specific tool and how 

to combine skills and knowledge to arrive at the fluid and customized approach that is necessary for 

effective advising.  Several presenters showed the importance of scenario-based exercise, the use 

of role players and small group work.  This practice needs to reflect the real-life challenges and op-

portunities of advising missions and offer trainees the time to integrate the various tools given to them 

during training.  Lecture-based sessions are key to teach content but should be kept at key concrete 

messages and instruction needs to incorporate most instruction time to experiential learning.  

The benefits of bringing together a wide range of nationalities, from different working experiences 

and genders were also part of the discussion.  A heterogeneous group creates the environment for 

challenging ideas, concepts and discussions. Advising can also be about introducing new concepts 

about fundamental rights and principles that are not usually on the counterpart’s horizon. 

Standardization is another key component of the curriculum designed for courses that have to be 

harmonized in the main core parts in order to avoid discrepancies and confusion by the counterpar-

ts. Standardization also contribute to cooperation and continuity between the advisors, especially 

during rotation periods or handovers. 
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Advising in Capacity Building programs
 

The last part of the session addressed the importance of Capacity Building programs as part of SFA, 

examining NATO’S apprach and in particular the process for generating Subject Matter Experts 

(SMEs) to provide tailored support.   Part of the debated was focused on the NATO crises responses 

system and the new approach in planning activities, looking at the flexibility and an analysis on the 

environment and the conduct of SFA in the different phases of a crisis. The discussion highlighted 

a number of shortcomings of the current approach related to SMEs, including lack of common 

selection criteria, training requirements, and understanding of a duty  of care provisionns and as 

well as undefined legal liabilities. On the positive side there have been steps taken to promote the 

development  of a community of interest, as well as identification and evaluation of subject matter 

experts in same areas such as good governance SMEs identified through NATO’s Building Integrity 

Programme. The discussion concluded by stressing  the need for:

• Identifying NATO’s requirements; 

• developing a transparent process to make it clear what NATO has  done and where we are 

going. 

Other International Organizations (IOs) have a similar challenge and it may be worthwhile to reach 

out to other IOs to learn from their experience. 

 The NATO BI Policy endorsed on 9 July 2016 by Heads of State and Government of Allied nations at 

the Warsaw Summit recognises that corruption and poor governance complicate every security 

challenge we face and undermine our peace, security and operational effectiveness.  The discus-

sion examined NATO’s good governance efforts as set out in the NATO Building Integrity Policy and 

BI’s contribution to the Alliance’s three core tasks, collective defence, crisis management and 

cooperation with partners. SFA provided to NATO’s partners include the conduct of risk assessment 

review of current practices, peer to peer consultations, as well as education and trainings delive-

red via residential course, mobile training teams and  ADL courses. 
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Conclusions

• Need to know what you want to get out of advising missions and then clearly mandate what 

needs to be accomplished and provide parameters (what can/should be done and what 

should not);

• Standardize, if not coordinate, the professionalization of advisors across programs and across 

countries to ensure advisors work with each other as expert teams;

• Training needs to be holistic and prepare advisors for both what they will need to accomplish 

(SFA/SSR) and how they will do it so that it is sustainable and a sound investment;

• Investing time in training of advisors will translate into greater levels of capacity building;

• Recreating the environment in which advisors will need to operate and give them the opportu-

nities to practice operating in that environment as advisors is a key component of preparation;

• Evaluations of training content and methodology are key to further informing training programs 

as well as advising program management as a whole.  

All the material (slides and videos) relevant to the Workshop has been published on the NATO SFA 

COE website at the following link: 

www.nsfacoe.org/documents&publications/documents
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Subject Matter Expert’s Bio

Mr. James M. Cunningham is a Project Lead and Lead Analyst within SIGAR’s Lessons Learned Pro-

gram and is the primary author of SIGAR’s report, Reconstructing the Afghan National Defense and 

Security Forces: Lessons from the U.S. Experience in Afghanistan. Mr. Cunningham has been working 

Afghanistan-related issues since 2005. Mr. Cunningham is currently leading a new lessons learned 

study for SIGAR focused on the divided nature of U.S. security sector assistance programs in Afghani-

stan.  This next study will explore the authorities, programs, and activities conducted by the Depart-

ments of Defense, State, Homeland Security, and Justice, and analyzes how the U.S. government 

selected, trained, and prepared trainers and advisors for their assignment prior to deployment. 

Mr. George Dryden currently leads the MoDA program, which deploys trained, DoD civilian advisors 

to support partner ministries worldwide. Before joining DSCA, Mr. Dryden spent five years as a foreign 

affairs, security cooperation, and arms control specialist with Headquarters, US Army Europe (USA-

REUR), in Heidelberg, Germany.  While there he served in a number of positions in the G3 - Internatio-

nal Operations Division, including Strategy and Africa Branch Chief, Central Europe/Eurasia Branch 

Chief, and Ukraine Desk Officer.  Prior to USAREUR, he spent two years as lead policy and program 

analyst on the contractor support team for the Assistant Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Lo-

gistics Plans and Programs.  

Col. Michele Facciorusso is the Commander of the 7th Carabinieri Regiment “Trentino Alto Adige” 

stationed in Laives (Bozen). He enlisted in the Carabinieri Corps in 1987 after joining the Military Scho-

ol Nunziatella, then attending the Military Academy of Modena and the Carabinieri Officers School 

in Rome.Some of his main assignments have been: Chief of the Investigation unit in Trento, Avellino 

and Brescia. Chief of the special unit for the protection of cultural heritage in Rome. Chief of Studies 

and Research Department of the Centre of Excellence for Stability Police Units (CoESPU) in Vicenza.

Ms. Nadia Gerspacher is currently the Academic Director of the MoDA training Program where she 

works to institutionalize training on effective capacity building practices. 

 Prior to that she was the director of security sector education at the US Institute of Peace where 

she oversaw several projects that developed and disseminated good practices, knowledge and 

skills to various audiences working in transitioning and conflict countries and security actors in those 

countries.  
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Mr. Jürgen Illig has more than 30 years of professional experience as senior police officer in the Ger-

man Federal Police, including 20 years contributing to international and bilateral police treaties, 

international workshops, bilateral projects and European Union civilian CSDP missions focusing on 

police reform programs in the contexts of security sector reform (SSR) with the focus on institutional 

capacity building in the relevant security related Ministries.Jürgen Illig recently evaluated the im-

pact of the Ministry of Defense Advisor Program Training. 

Capt. Ludovica Glorioso is an Italian Army Officer. Before her current assignment as a Legal Adviser 

for the NATO SFA COE, she served as a Legal Researcher at the NATO CCD COE and as Legal Ad-

viser in NATO Peacekeeping Operations in the Balkans and Afghanistan. She was assigned to the 

Italian Joint Operation HQ and to the Army General Staff HQ. 

She is also co-editor of the “Workshop on Ethics of Cyber Conflict. Proceedings” and Editor of 

“Ethics and Policies for Cyber Operations” published by Springer.

Col. Mário Leal Gouveia is currently the Head of the Republican National Guard (GNR-Portugue-

se Gendarmerie) on Training International Cooperation, Head of the Portuguese CEPOL National 

Unit and he is leading the CEPOL Knowledge Centre on EU CSDP Missions coordinating the work on 

this domain of 13 Training Institutions from 9 EU Member States.  Also, he manages the joint training 

actions between GNR and FRONTEX. Prior to that he has been the GNR Head of Operations for Li-

sbon region and he served during four years in the EU crisis management structures in Brussels.

Ms. Natacha Meden designed training material, facilitated courses and contributed to the deve-

lopment of governance related guidance for SSR practitioners for the International Security Sector 

Advisory Team of the Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces (DCAF-ISSAT). 

This led her to collaborate with the Advising Support Program of the United States Institute of Peace 

(USIP), and for two years, she was the Program’s lead instructor (08/2014- 06/2016), designing and 

conducting executive level training courses, supporting in particular the pre-deployment training of 

the Ministry of Defense Advisors (MoDA) of the US Department of Defense. The strategic level asses-

sments, program evaluations and lessons identification exercises that she conducts for DCAF-ISSAT 

further contribute to knowledge sharing within the SSR community of practice. 
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Col. Franco Merlino is an Officer of the Italian Army’s Parachute Unit.

In his assignments abroad he attended the high - level joint course at the military school of the Fren-

ch Armed Forces and served as Assistance Military Attaché at the Italian Embassy in CAIRO from 

2009 until 2012, coinciding with the Arab Spring.

Since 2016 he is the Director of the Security Force Assistance Centre of Excellence and has followed 

its creation as an International Body and its subsequent accreditation as a NATO Centre of Excel-

lence.

Ms. Susan Pond is a Senior Officer responsible for the design and implementation of NATO’s Building 

Policy and Action Plan. She is has extensive experience in assessing risks, developing policy, and 

the design and implementation of assistance to build capacity. She has served NATO in positions in 

Norfolk, Kyiv and Brussels. Prior to her current assignment, Ms Pond served as the Head of NATO’s PfP 

Programme. Throughout her NATO career she has been at the centre of Allied efforts to build institu-

tional capacity and promote good governance in the defence and security sector.  

Ms. Victoria Walker is the Head of DCAF’s International Security Sector Advisory Team (ISSAT), and 

is an Assistant Director of the Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces (DCAF).

Victoria joined ISSAT in 2008, initially as an SSR advisor. During her time in ISSAT she has worked on 

advisory missions across Sub-Saharan Africa, the Balkans, South-East Asia, Latin America and the 

Caribbean, including assessments, programme design and M&E. 

Ms. Vlasta Zekulic was commissioned as an Infantry officer to the Croatian Armed Forces in 2002.

From late 2014 she served at the Allied Command Transformation, Strategic Plans and Policy Divi-

sion. This work led to a posting as a deputy head of the Strategic Assessment Element in the Emer-

gency Security Challenges division at NATO HQ. In September 2017, LTC Zekulic transitioned to the 

International Staff Operations Division, developing assessments, policies and strategies relating to 

NATO’s Operational Preparedness. 
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