
FUTURE STATE: 
START WITH THE END



IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL SUMMER MORNING, A SHORT WHILE AFTER 

SUNRISE. OUR CONVOY OF ABOUT 20 MILITARY VEHICLES AND 13 FUEL 

TRUCKS MADE ITS WAY THROUGH THE SMELLY STREETS OF KANDAHAR, 

AFGHANISTAN. FINAL DESTINATION WAS THE MILITARY BASE IN TARIN 

KOWT, A DRIVE OF ABOUT 100 KILOMETERS THROUGH AN INHOSPITABLE 

AREA, OVER VAST PLAINS AND THROUGH NARROW VALLEYS.

During the outward journey we had been under attack several times, which 

was a clear warning for the return journey. About 1.200 Taliban members 

had escaped from prison during the previous month. Intelligence sources 

indicated that a considerable part of this group was gearing up for a ‘major 

attack’ on coalition units. 

Our assignment was clear: ‘Deliver the fuel trucks safely, so the fuel supplies 

can be supplemented.’ The military camp in Tarin Kowt, where thousands 

of Dutch, Australian and American soldiers were stationed, was a complete 

village, which used a lot of energy: power units to guarantee the power supply, 

air conditioning to relieve the soldiers from the baking hot temperatures and 

vehicles for carrying out military operations outside the camp.



TAKE LOSSES

It was very likely that we would run into a confrontation on the way back. 

I sensed all the soldiers in our unit were ready for the confrontation. We 

had suffered four deaths, including two Dutchmen, and had had dozens of 

injured soldiers during the previous four months. It frustrated the entire unit 

that this was the way we had to take our losses. A soldier would rather fight 
man-to-man, than be attacked in this cowardly way.

During the planning of our return trip I noticed the unit was willing to combat 

and was maybe even slightly looking forward to it. This might be the chance 

to fight ‘honestly’ and eventually to hit back the Taliban. Soldiers will do 
anything to accomplish their assignments and to get their team back to base 

safely. They will take the risks they need to take for granted in order to do 

so. They rely on their years of training and experience and rely blindly on 

the man or woman next to them.

These feelings and ideas are human and understandable. But the 

assignment, the mission, always leads your actions. Every soldier from our 

unit knew that the assignment was to bring the fuel convoy safely to Tarin 

Kowt, so the fuel supply could be supplemented. All actions would need to 

be aimed at that. That meant that when we encountered fire contact, we 
would of course be allowed to avert the threat with use of violence, realising 

at the same time that we were not supposed to go into full combat with the 

aim to eliminate as many Taliban fighters as possible. How desirable that 
might be and how eagerly we wanted this after months of cashing in losses.



WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE TO ACHIEVE AND WHY?

The future state is a term which describes the situation at the end of a 

military operation, also called desired outcome. An accurate future state is 

concrete about WHAT needs to be achieved and is clear about WHY that 
is important. In LEAN Management this is also sometimes called the soll-

situation. The term endstate is also used regularly.

By formulating the future state we create clarity and give direction to the 

underlying activities. The safe delivery of the fuel trucks (the WHAT) will 
ensure that the fuel supplies will be back to the right level (the WHY). This 
is why the military operations in the province of Uruzgan can proceed 

optimally. And this is how we directly contribute to establish peace and 

safety in the province. And as soon as we attain this, we can hand back 

the safe province to the Aghan authorities. To reach the future state is of 

strategic importance for the safety in Uruzgan. 

Repeating the why question three times gave us this clarity. Another way to 

get clarity about the why is asking more in-depth questions negatively. What 

if we don’t deliver the 13 fuel trucks in Tarin Kowt? At a certain moment this 

will lead to all motorised military operations being stopped, no more use of 

the air conditioning and electricity, with the likely consequence a reduced 

employability of the present troops. This would have a dramatic effect on  

the security situation in Uruzgan.



SERVE THE FUTURE STATE

An accurate future state doesn’t only give direction to the activities we 

have to perform, but also to the ones that are unnecessary. The ones that 

don’t contribute specifically to achieving the future state. Back to the fuel 
transport: Most likely we were going to get in fire contact with the Taliban on 
our way back, they had entrenched themselves with hundreds of them in the 

mountains north of Kandahar. In the event of an attack we were allowed to 

use force. Besides our own weapons we had mortars, air support of combat 

helicopters, fighter jets and drones. Closer to Tarin Kowt we could also count 
on the support of artillery. 

Enough weapons for a complete battle, but use of violence needs to serve 

the future state at all times, be proportionate and subsidiary. We could 

use violence to fend off an attack, to be able to get away unharmed and to 

further escort the convoy. Using violence to eliminate all Taliban positions 

seemed logical and convenient, but didn’t contribute to reaching the future 

state quickly and efficiently. What is more, if we had taken too much time 
eliminating Taliban positions, it might even have negatively influenced the 
future state. Giving attention to Taliban positions that are no threat to the 

convoy, could have caused the fuel trucks to get hit further down the route. 

It is important to identify the future state first. In this way you create clarity 
within your team from the start. Of course it is important to make a thorough 

analysis of the current situation (current state), but as long as you don’t know 
what the future state is, an analysis can move in all directions. To get people 

into the right mindset, it helps to get straight to the point about what you want 

to achieve and why it is important.



Non-military thinkers like Stephen Covey and Simon Sinek also support 
the concept of starting with the end in mind and the emphasis on the why. 

Covey’s way it to create everything twice. First in your mind, then in the 
physical world. By starting with the end in mind, you get clarity on the 

actions that need to be taken to get there. If not, chances are high that you 

will end up being occupied with the wrong tasks, at least: things that don’t 

contribute to your end goal.

Simon Sinek observed that everybody knows WHAT they are doing, part of 
the group knows HOW they are doing it, but only a few know WHY they are 
doing it. That precisely is essential. If all we had to know had been that we 

had to deliver the fuel trucks safely in Tarin Kowt, the chance would have 

been big that we had been distracted by various situations on our journey. 

But because we knew crystal clear why we were doing this mission, we 

continuously thought about the bigger picture.

IMPORTANT KEY TO SUCCESS

After working with dozens of corporate teams and SME teams I am 
convinced that a clear  future state is one of the most important keys to 

success. Just randomly ask what the purpose is of a meeting, or a project 

or even a year. Let everyone write down their answer and discuss the 

outcomes. In 99 per cent of the cases the conclusion will be that a team 

is not aligned about the future state. That’s where the confusion starts. 

Energy gets wasted on the wrong issues, team members are often occupied 

with matters that don’t contribute to the future state. Eventually this will 

be at the expense of effectivity and efficiency and it will just cost time and 
money. And I haven’t even included the ‘invisible damage’, like decreased 

job satisfaction and stress. Formulating a short and strong future state is 
essential for success.



A second important aspect that often causes teams not to achieve their 

future state, is when it is not carried by the whole team. Teams and 

definitely also leaders often are inclined to quickly move towards the plan 
and the solution under time pressure, because that’s where they feel the 

security of being able to be successful. Especially in commercial teams, 

because they often have team members with in general very action-oriented 

personalities, who more often prefer action over talking. Nothing could be 

further from the truth. Making sure every team member fully understands 

the future state and supports it, increases the chance of success. Leaders 

and team members often don’t realise that everyone can have a different 

perception. 

What you see is often determined by what you think you see. By entering 

into discussions about the future state with each other, you will gain clarity 

and you will be able to get every team member on the same wavelength. 

Therefore it is of fundamental importance to get the whole team aligned to 

the future state. It’s fine to invest time and energy in this. If someone can 
still not support the future state, after enough time has been spent on it, it is 

time to draw conclusions. Once the full team supports the future state, you 

can move on to the next phase: the current state...


