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The Evolution of the US Advisory Effort in Viet Nam:  

Lessons Learned 

by 

James H. Willbanks
∗
 

ABSTRACT 

Accounts of human rights abuses and stories of shooting incidents have dominated 

the image of the private security industry in the media. Despite plenty of anecdotal 

evidence, to date there has been no empirical research analyzing whether there is a 

professional identity emerging among individuals who sign on with private security 

firms to assume roles traditionally reserved for the military. Using a survey of more 

than 200 American private security contractors with law enforcement backgrounds 

and operational experience in conflict regions, this research explores their social 

identities and examines the extent to which these identities shape their values, 

attitudes, and professional self-conceptions. It concludes with some preliminary 

recommendations for the future of outsourcing security functions to the private 

sector and the utility of using contractors in peace and stability operations. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Much discussion has taken place in the last few years about the lessons learned from the American experience in 
Viet Nam and the applicability of these lessons to the contemporary challenges in recent conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq.  
There are more differences than similarities between Viet Nam and the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq but that does not 
mean there are no useful lessons.  Some of those lessons, particularly with regard to the US advisory effort in Viet Nam, 
might inform the contemporary problems advisors face in building indigenous forces in both Afghanistan and Iraq.   

Before addressing lessons learned it is appropriate to consider the evolution of the advisory effort in Viet Nam.  In 
the first phase of the mission, the US had little involvement.  However, with the beginning of the Cold War, events turned 
from a war to re-impose French colonial rule in Indochina into a war to check the spread of communism in Southeast 
Asia, at least in the minds of US policy makers in Washington. The mission can be divided into five loosely defined 
phases: 1946-1954 during the First Indochina War; 1954-1956 with the French withdrawal from Viet Nam; 1956-1966 
with the growing counterinsurgency campaign; 1968-1969 with the building of the South Vietnamese Army; and 1969-
1973 with the implementation of Nixon’s Vietnamization plan. The mission ended in 1973 with the signing of the Paris 
Peace Accords and the withdrawal of all US forces.  

Phases of Commitment  

The first phase of the US mission in Viet Nam coincides with French involvement in First Indochina War 
between 1946 and 1954. The first members of the US Military Assistance Advisory Group, Indochina arrived in Saigon in 

                                                           

∗ Disclaimer: The views expressed are those of the author and do not reflect the official policy or position of the US 
Army, the US Department of Defense, or the US Government. 

 



Journal of Conflict Studies 

 

 
133 

September 1950 but did little advising. In this first phase, efforts focused on providing military aid to the French by 
transferring weapons, munitions, and other equipment to French forces.  By 1954, the United States was funding 80 
percent of the French war effort in Indochina. Between 1950 and 1954 the US had provided France with more than $2.6 
billion in military aid.1 

After the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 and the signing of the Geneva Accords, the French began their 
two year long withdrawal from Viet Nam.  During this period, that marked the second phase of the US advisory effort, the 
Americans and French worked together to bolster the South Vietnamese armed forces.  In February 1955, the Training 
Relations and Instruction Mission (TRIM) was established in Saigon.  A Franco-American effort in the beginning, TRIM 
was formed to train the Vietnamese National Army (VNA).  In November of that year Military Advisory Assistance 
Group, Viet Nam (MAAG-V) was established, replacing the Military Assistance Advisory Group, Indochina.  By early 
1956, the departing French had effectively handed over the mission of building the South Vietnamese armed forces to the 
Americans. With the French gone, the third phase of the US advisory effort began.  US advisors were faced with the 
daunting task of transforming the VNA2 into a viable force that could defend the fledgling Republic of Viet Nam against 
the growing insurgency.  The VNA suffered from a number of serious maladies.  The force was organized primarily into 
small units and concentrated in non-combat arms. Moreover, it lacked senior command experience and the senior officer 
ranks were highly politicized.  Additionally, the VNA was rife with corruption.  

In the face of such problems, the Americans had to determine what kind of army they wanted the VNA to be.   
Between 1957 and 1959, the Americans envisioned the Army of the Republic of Viet Nam (ARVN)3 as a force that could 
maintain internal security and meet the threat of an external attack from North Viet Nam.4  The force was built around 
divisions that mirrored US Army organizations.  By the late 1950s, after more than 200 changes to the tables of 
organization and equipment, the objective force for ARVN became seven standard divisions of 10,450 men, each 
organized into three army corps.5 In order to build this force, advisors were eventually assigned down to battalion level.  
These advisors were responsible for training, conducting staff operations, establishing a logistics system, and assisting in 
operational planning.  At the outset, the US advisors were forbidden from accompanying ARVN forces on combat 
operations, but that restriction was loosened in mid-1961 as the insurgency continued to grow in strength and intensity. 

In addition to those with the main headquarters and operational divisions, advisors were also assigned to the army 
service school and training system, which was built from the ground up.  Still more advisors were working in the 
pacification effort at the district level and Special Forces teams rotated in and out of South Viet Nam working with mobile 
training teams and with the Montagnards under the CIA-sponsored Civilian Irregular Defense Groups (CIDG) program.  
On 8 February 1962, the Military Assistance Command, Viet Nam (MACV) was established to manage the growing US 
advisory mission. 

As the advisory mission increased in size and scope, the US addressed issues pertaining to unqualified advisors 
and cultural divides by devising training programs.  One program, established in 1962, was the six week long Military 
Assistance Training Advisor (MATA) course.  Conducted at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, the program of instruction 
included counterinsurgency theory, tactics, techniques and procedures, civic action, psychological operations, and country 
orientation that covered history, cultural awareness, and basic language familiarization.  This course included rudimentary 
Vietnamese language training and some advisors-to-be were selected for follow-up language training at the Defense 
Language Institute (DLI). Advisor language skills remained a problem for the duration of the American advisory effort in 
Viet Nam and impacted advisor effectiveness in the field. Most advisors still had to work through interpreters.6 Both the 
MATA course and language training only skimmed the surface in addressing the challenges and difficulties involved in 
serving as an advisor.7   

It soon became apparent that there were other systemic problems in the US advisory program.  In addition to the 
problems previously noted, individual twelve month advisor tours, which in most cases translated into even shorter tours, 
resulted in “revolving door advisors” who caused too much turbulence and impeded the development of trust and rapport 
and, by extension, the improvement of the advised units.8  In addition, short tours provided advisors with little opportunity 
or incentive to tackle long-term problems.  The entire advisory effort focused on the short-term problem of combat 
effectiveness of small units rather than addressing the more fundamental systemic problems such as command and control 
architecture, leadership, professionalism, and eradication of corruption.  Compounding this situation was the problem of 
obtaining an accurate picture of ARVN’s progress because there was no standard method for rating the morale and 
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combat effectiveness of Vietnamese units.9  While the advisors tried to overcome these difficulties, they continued to 
labor in the shadows as the main focus of US energy remained in the fight against the Viet Cong and the North 
Vietnamese Army.   

By 1963 South Viet Nam was in trouble both militarily and politically.  Once the Communists realized that South 
Vietnamese Premier Ngo Dinh Diem was not going to conduct the elections called for in the 1954 Geneva Accords, it 
decided to turn to force of arms to achieve a reunification of Viet Nam under communist control.  By 1959, there had been 
a steep increase in the size and strength of the externally supported insurgency growing in the south. The South 
Vietnamese military was routinely defeated in the field, while the Diem regime suffered from its own ineptitude and 
heavy handedness. In November 1963, the situation became more complicated as both Ngo Dinh Diem and President 
Kennedy were assassinated. By the end of 1963, there were over 16,000 US military personnel in Viet Nam, but there had 
been no appreciable progress against the insurgency.  In late 1964, the Military Committee of the Politburo in Hanoi made 
a fateful decision to send main force units from the People’s Army of Viet Nam (PAVN) down the Ho Chi Minh trail to 
join the struggle in the south. 

In Washington, President Lyndon Johnson affirmed that he would continue the course set by Kennedy.  He faced 
the two-fold problem of dealing with an externally supported insurgency and what was effectively becoming an invasion 
from North Viet Nam. Under the auspices of the 1964 Tonkin Gulf Resolution, which effectively gave the president the 
authority to do whatever he thought necessary to stem the tide in Vietnam, Johnson attempted to use air power to convince 
the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) to abandon its aims and goals in the south.  This had little effect, however, so 
Johnson eventually committed US ground troops.  The first group of Marines was ostensibly sent to protect US airfields, 
but they soon found themselves conducting combat operations against the Viet Cong and PAVN. They were soon 
followed by additional deployments of US ground troops.  By 1967, there were over 400,000 US troops in Viet Nam.  As 
the number of American troops grew, General William Westmoreland, senior US commander in Saigon, put those troops 
in the field and told them to seek out and destroy the enemy main forces in what became a war of attrition.  

With the arrival of more US ground troops, the fourth phase of the US advisory effort began.  During this period, 
the focus of MACV shifted from the advisory effort, to building the South Vietnamese forces, and conducting combat 
operations by conventional American forces against the Viet Cong and PAVN.  By 1966, “the buildup [had] eclipsed what 
had previously been an advisor ‘show’” and the advisory effort had, at least in practice, been relegated to a secondary role. 
10 As a result, the advisory mission suffered from insufficient resourcing.  In terms of manpower, the priority went to US 
combat units11 which meant that the advisory teams were often under-strength and filled with personnel who did not meet 
the requirements for their positions (rank, branch, or experience). By 1968, MACV had about 2,500 fewer advisors 
assigned than authorized.12  Consequently, the main qualification for being assigned as an advisor was often availability; 
there was little or no screening.  The prevalent attitude was that any army officer was qualified to serve as an advisor.13   

Although most of those assigned as advisors tried very hard to accomplish the mission, they confronted many 
challenges.  They found themselves in an alien culture with very few guidelines about how to proceed.  As one advisor 
observed, “Americans and South Vietnamese lived in two different worlds . . . . Part of the problem was the linguistic and 
cultural barrier between us — a barrier that was almost impossible for the advisor to break.”14 

On 31 January 1968, the communists launched the Tet Offensive, the outcome of which caused yet another shift 
in the American advisory effort.  Although this offensive resulted in heavy losses for the Viet Cong and PAVN,15 the 
offensive proved to be a psychological victory for the communists convincing many Americans that the war was a 
stalemate and that the administration should negotiate a way out.  On 31 March, President Johnson, challenged from 
within his own party, made the surprise announcement that he would not run for re-election.  This paved the way for 
Richard Nixon’s narrow defeat of Hubert Humphrey in the general election in November. Nixon initiated a policy in 
pursuit of what he called “Peace with honor” that had four components:  the shift of responsibility for the war to the South 
Vietnamese (Vietnamization), a renewed emphasis on pacification, the withdrawal of US troops, and secret negotiations 
conducted by Henry Kissinger with North Vietnamese representatives in Paris. 

The announcement of Vietnamization in June 1969 coincided with the beginning of the fifth and final phase of the 
US advisory effort in Viet Nam.  Over the next two years, the focus for MACV slowly shifted away from large-scale US 
combat operations toward activities designed to increase the capability of the South Vietnamese as US forces were 
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gradually withdrawn.  This provided a tremendous challenge for General Creighton Abrams, who succeeded General 
Westmoreland as commander of MACV.  Abrams needed to increase the combat capability of the South Vietnamese 
armed forces, while fighting the war. In the meantime, the forces he needed to provide cover for the Vietnamization 
process, and eventually the advisory corps itself, were being down-sized on a regular basis. Training the Vietnamese had, 
in theory, received high priority throughout the war, but in practice too little attention had been given to this critical 
function prior to Vietnamization.  With orders to transfer the responsibility for the fighting to the Republic of Viet Nam 
Armed Forces (RVNAF), MACV’s focus turned to improving the advisory effort.16   

Improvements to the US advisory effort included a renewed interest in determining that the right personnel were 
assigned to the task. Training was improved significantly and more care was taken to ensure that personnel of the right 
rank and experience were assigned to the key advisory billets. Accordingly, Melvin Laird, secretary of defense and one of 
the main proponents for the Vietnamization program,  ordered the service secretaries to send “only the most highly 
qualified” personnel to be advisors.17  Eventually, the message got through to the services, and by the end of 1970 there 
was “an infusion of top-flight military professionals into South Vietnam’s training advisory effort.”18  The situation 
improved as more American units departed, reducing the number of available assignments and freeing up large numbers 
of those officers who earlier in the war would have gone to US units. During 1969, the overall strength of the field 
advisory teams increased from about 7,000 to 11,900 and then to 14,332 in 1970.19   

Advisory Organization and Roles 

By this time in the war, the US advisory mission and structure had matured from the earlier ad hoc approach 
resulting in a clearly defined architecture.  US advisors were found in essentially three areas: advising South Vietnamese 
combat units, serving in the training base, and working in the province pacification programs. 

Headquarters MACV provided the advisory function to the Joint General Staff, the senior headquarters of the 
RVNAF.  However, only a part of MACV Headquarters staff personnel actually served in a true advisory capacity.  In 
1970, only 397 out of 1,668 authorized spaces in MACV’s fifteen staff agencies were designated officially as advisors to 
the government of Viet Nam and the South Vietnamese Joint General Staff.20  Nevertheless, as the war continued and 
more US forces were withdrawn, the MACV staff agencies became increasingly more involved in advisory functions. 

Just below the Joint General Staff level were four South Vietnamese corps commanders who were responsible for 
the four corps tactical zones, or military regions, that comprised South Viet Nam.  Initially, their US counterparts were the 
senior commanders in each of the corps tactical zones.21  In this capacity, the senior US commander was assisted by two 
deputies.  His deputy for Civil Operations and Rural Development Support (CORDS) was the principal advisor to the 
ARVN corps commander in the area of pacification and development.  The other deputy served as the senior advisor to 
the corps commander and was actually the chief of the US Army Advisory Group attached to the ARVN corps 
headquarters.  As such, the deputy and his staff  provided assistance, advice, and support to the corps commander and his 
staff on command, administration, training, combat operations, training, and intelligence, logistics, political warfare, and 
civil affairs. 

Later, as additional US units and the senior American field force headquarters were withdrawn, the advisory 
structure changed.  During 1971-72, three regional assistance commands were established.22  The regional assistance 
commander, usually a US Army major general, replaced the departing senior US corps-level commander as the senior 
advisor to the South Vietnamese corps commander in the respective military region.  The exception was in II Corps, 
where John Paul Vann, a civilian, was named the senior advisor.  Since he was a civilian and technically could not 
command US military forces, his headquarters was designated Second Regional Assistance Group (rather than command).  
He had a military deputy, a brigadier general, who exercised command on Vann’s behalf.  Otherwise, Vann’s group 
functioned the same as the other regional assistance commanders. 

The mission of the regional assistance commanders was to provide assistance to the ARVN corps commanders in 
developing and maintaining an effective military capability.  This was done by advising and supporting RVNAF military 
and paramilitary commanders and staffs at all levels in the corps in military operations, training, intelligence, personnel 
management, and combat support and combat service support activities.  To accomplish this, the regional assistance 
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commander had a staff who worked directly with the ARVN corps staff.  He also exercised operational control over the 
subordinate US Army advisory groups and the pacification advisory organizations in the military region.  As such, he and 
his personnel provided advice, assistance, and support at each echelon of South Vietnamese command in planning and 
executing both combat operations as well as coordinated pacification and development programs within the military 
region.  

Below the senior US advisor in each military region, were provincial and division advisory teams.   Each of the 
forty-four provinces in South Viet Nam was headed by a province chief, who was usually a South Vietnamese Army or 
Marine colonel, who supervised the provincial government apparatus and also commanded the provincial regional and 
popular forces.  Under the Civil Operations and Rural Development Support (CORDS) program an advisory system was 
established to assist the province chiefs in administering the pacification program.  The province chief’s American 
counterpart was the province senior advisor, who was either military or civilian, depending on the security situation of the 
respective province.  The province senior advisor and his staff were responsible for advising the province chief in civil 
and military aspects of the South Vietnamese pacification and development programs.  The province senior advisor’s 
staff, which was made up of both US military and civilian personnel, was divided into two parts.  The first part dealt with 
area and community development that included public health and administration, civil affairs, education, agriculture, 
psychological operations, and logistics (See Figure 1).  The other part of the staff dealt with plans and operations, and 
focused on planning, directing the military operations of the territorial forces and associated support within the province. 

The province chief exercised his authority through district chiefs.  In order to provide advice and support to the 
district chiefs, the province senior advisor supervised the district senior advisors, who each had a staff of about eight 
members (although the actual size in each case depended on the particular situation in that district).  The district-level 
advisory teams assisted the district chief in the military and civil aspects of the pacification and rural development 
program.  Additionally, the district team advised and trained the regional and popular forces located in the district.  At the 
end of 1967, a total of 4,000 US military and civilian personnel were involved in the CORDS advisory effort, but by late 
1969, once Vietnamization was officially instituted, total US Army advisory strength stood at about 13,500. Half of these 
advisors were assigned to CORDS organizations.23  This increase was due to the expansion of the pacification program 
following the 1968 Tet Offensive.   

In addition to advising CORDS operations, US advisors were also located with the RVNAF regular forces.  In 
January 1969, MACV, in an attempt to upgrade the capability of the regular ARVN divisions, initiated the Combat 
Assistance Team concept (See Figure 2).  Under this plan, emphasis was placed on reducing the number of tactical 
advisors in the field and changing their mission from “advising to combat support coordination” at the ARVN division 
level.24  The division Combat Assistance Team’s mission was to advise and assist the ARVN division commander and his 
staff in command, administration, training, tactical operations, intelligence, security, logistics, and certain elements of 
political warfare.  The division senior advisor was usually a US Army colonel who exercised control over both the 
division staff advisors and the regimental and battalion advisory teams.   

Each ARVN division usually had three infantry regiments, one artillery regiment, and several separate battalions, 
such as the cavalry squadron and the engineer battalion.  The regimental advisory teams were normally composed of eight 
to twelve US Army personnel.25 The regimental teams were usually led by a US Army lieutenant colonel and included 
various mixes of officers and non-commissioned officers.  The separate battalion advisory teams usually consisted of one 
or two specialists who advised the South Vietnamese in their respective functional areas, for example, cavalry, 
intelligence, engineering, etc. 

Elite ARVN troops, such as the airborne and ranger units, were organized generally along the same lines as 
regular ARVN units, but the highest echelon of command in these units was the regiment.26  Each of these regiments was 
accompanied by an American advisory team, which was headed by a colonel and was similar to, but somewhat larger than 
those found with the regular ARVN regiments.  The advisory structure for the Vietnamese Marine Corps was similar to 
the ARVN, but the advisors were US Marine Corps personnel.    

US Army advisors did not exercise any operational command or control over any part of the ARVN forces.  Their 
mission was to provide professional military advice and assistance to their counterpart ARVN commanders and staffs in 
personnel management, training, combat operations, intelligence, security, logistics, and psychological/civil affairs 
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operations. The idea was that these advisory teams would work themselves out of a job over time as the South Vietnamese 
forces began to assume more and more responsibility for planning and executing their own operations.   

Not only were advisors assigned to the CORDS effort and to the combat units in the field, there were also a 
significant number of advisors assigned to work with the RVNAF training base in an effort to improve the quality of 
training for the South Vietnamese forces.  By the end of 1972, the RVNAF would become the largest and most modern 
military force in Southeast Asia, but even vast amounts of the best equipment in the world were meaningless if the 
soldiers, sailors, marines, and airmen did not know how to use it or did not have the leadership and motivation to put it to 
use in the field against the enemy.  Even with the new policy in place, improving training was difficult to achieve.  By the 
beginning of 1968, the ARVN training system consisted of 56 training centers of various types and sizes.  There were nine 
national training centers (not including the airborne and marines who had their own training centers) and 37 provincial 
training centers.  MACV, through its Training Directorate, provided US advisors at the RVNAF schools and training 
centers where they assisted RVNAF commandants preparing and conducting training programs.   

The first real test of the South Vietnamese forces came in spring 1970 when 50,000 South Vietnamese troops 
joined 30,000 US troops in the invasion of Cambodia.  During that operation, the South Vietnamese, accompanied by 
their American advisors and fighting alongside US forces, acquitted themselves very well. The next major test came in 
1971 but the South Vietnamese did not do so well.  In February, President Nixon and South Vietnamese President Thieu 
sent 17,000 South Vietnamese troops into Laos toward Tchepone along Highway 9 targeted against enemy base areas and 
critical sites along the Ho Chi Minh Trail.  This action was considered to be the first true test of Vietnamization since the 
South Vietnamese troops attacked alone, without US ground troops or accompanying advisors.  The operation started out 
reasonably well, but the North Vietnamese reacted quickly, throwing four divisions against the forces from 1st ARVN 
Corps.  By April, the South Vietnamese were retreating in disarray.  Despite the fact that Nixon proclaimed 
Vietnamization a success, ARVN performance in Lam Son 719 demonstrated that there was still a long way to go. 

Emboldened by the events in Laos, the Military Committee in Hanoi decided to go for broke.  On Good Friday, 
30 March 1972, the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) launched a massive three-pronged attack with 130,000 troops against 
Quang Tri in the north, Kontum in the central highlands, and An Loc, just 65 miles from Saigon.   This offensive was 
characterized by high intensity conventional operations that included the use of tanks, SA-7 Strela heat-seeking missiles, 
and myriad other sophisticated weaponry obtained from China and the Soviet Union.  The subsequent fighting was bitter 
and the NVA ultimately captured Quang Tri.  However, in the end, the South Vietnamese forces, bolstered by their US 
advisors and supported by a massive American air campaign, prevailed and held Kontum and An Loc against repeated 
attacks. They re-took Quang Tri in September. 

Nixon had the victory he was looking for and he subsequently declared Vietnamization a resounding success, thus 
providing him the rationale for US withdrawal from Viet Nam. In early 1973, the Paris Peace Accords were signed and all 
US troops were withdrawn by 31 March.  The war, however, was not over for the Vietnamese.  It continued to rage for 
two more years.  The South Vietnamese, without the support promised by Nixon, held their own throughout 1973 and into 
1974 but when the North Vietnamese launched their last major offensive in March 1975, the South Vietnamese 
succumbed in 55 days. 

Lessons from Viet Nam 

Given the outcome of the war in Viet Nam, the obvious question is what is to be learned from this experience?  It 
has already been acknowledged that there are more differences than similarities between Viet Nam and Iraq and/or Viet 
Nam and Afghanistan.  Still, there are many valuable lessons to be learned from the advisory experience in Viet Nam that 
can inform the challenges for contemporary advisory efforts in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

The first and central lesson drawn from the US advisory effort in Viet Nam is that there must be some 
systematized approach to building an advisory structure.  In Viet Nam, during the early days of the advisory effort, an ad 

hoc approach to putting together the advisory structure existed.  By 1969, with the institution of Vietnamization, the 
structure had been refined and solidified, but it was established in fits and starts, and the advisory mission suffered 
accordingly, particularly during the years when MACV focused on US combat operations. 
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Part of establishing a viable and effective advisory effort is selecting and training the right personnel to meet the 
unique demands of the advisory mission; not everyone has the training, experience, maturity, and temperament to be an 
effective advisor.  The selection of officers and non-commissioned officers to be advisors must involve a conscious 
process to find the right personnel to fill these crucial assignments.  In a 1965 RAND study, Gerald C. Hickey delineated 
the requirements for being an effective advisor. These included professional competence and experience, adaptability to 
foreign cultures, the ability to work with foreign nationals, and language skills. Additionally, Hickey recommended that 
those selected for advisory duty be volunteers.27 Once the right personnel are selected, there is a need for a comprehensive 
training program that focuses on preparing the advisor for the cultural obstacles they will encounter.28 This is true whether 
the culture is that of Viet Nam or Afghanistan.  The training must address those aspects of the culture that are least 
familiar to the advisor, including customs, traditions, history, religion, ethnic groups, government, etc.29  By the latter 
years of the war in Viet Nam, the US Army had greatly improved training for advisors, instituting a family of courses 
designed to prepare officers for the different advisory missions whether they were with CORDS, the training base, or 
South Vietnamese combat units.30 The advisor should especially be trained for language skills, as language impacts 
everything the advisor does.  In Viet Nam, one of the most significant effects language skills had was on the ability of the 
advisors to establish a quick rapport with their Vietnamese counterparts.  Rapport was key to the overall effectiveness of 
the advisor.  Language skills greatly enhanced the ability of the advisor to rapidly establish the good rapport and influence 
that is so critical to accomplishing the advisory mission.   

Time is crucial and is directly related to advisor effectiveness.  In Viet Nam, the US found that the one year tour 
was not of sufficient length to build rapport and achieve a level of trust needed to improve the advised unit.  The advisory 
effort takes a long time and the nation must be prepared to underwrite that commitment if the advisory effort is to have 
any real success in addressing the long-term problems encountered building effective indigenous forces. Time is also 
important at the strategic level.  In Viet Nam, an established army already existed, but still the advisory effort required an 
extended period of time to show progress.  When involved in advising another nation’s defense forces, the United States 
and the army must be willing to stay the course if the advisory effort is to have any chance of real success. 

For the advisor on the ground, there is a tension between advising and being completely honest in assessing one’s 
counterpart and his unit.  The need to show progress, be positive, and maintain rapport and influence with the counterpart 
sometimes gets in the way of a candid evaluation of the force being advised. This can lead to difficulties when the unit is 
not up to the tasks expected of it.  Additionally, overly optimistic reporting may result in a failure to address the systemic 
problems that may exist in the unit.  Part of the solution is a standard method for rating the morale and combat 
effectiveness of the indigenous units. 

Finally, the advisor must always remember that he is an advisor, not a commander.  The advisor can only give his 
best military advice and hope that his counterpart responds to that advice. This means that the advisor’s senior leaders 
must also realize that there are limitations on what the advisor can do. Furthermore, as the advisor tries to build a good 
rapport with his counterpart, he must avoid making the counterpart and his unit too dependent on the advisor and what he 
brings to the table in the way of what is today called the enablers. It can be argued that the US advisory effort in Viet Nam 
made the South Vietnamese too dependent on American combat support and that this dependence contributed to their 
defeat in 1975 when US support was no longer present. 

In conclusion, there are many lessons that can be drawn from the American advisory effort in Viet Nam that can 
assist in the current effort in Afghanistan.  Perhaps the most important lesson that should be kept in the minds of those 
charged with this critical duty is attributed to T. E. Lawrence of Arabia:  “Better they do it imperfectly than you do it 
perfectly, for it is their country, their war, and your time is limited.”31   That was a lesson that became only too clear 
during America’s advisory experience in Viet Nam. It is just as true today.  Whether that lesson and the others enumerated 
here have been learned remains to be seen. 

Dr. James H. Willbanks is the General of the Armies George C. Marshall Chair of Military History and Director 
of the Department of Military History at the US Army Command and General Staff College, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas.   
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Figure 1 – Province Advisory Team, 1968

Source: Ngo Quang Truong, Indochina Monographs:  RVNAF and US Operational Cooperation and 

Coordination (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army Center of Military History, 1980), p. 154. 
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Figure 2 – Division Combat Assistance Team (DCAT) 
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