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JUGGLING ELEPHANTS

An internationally recognized speaker and corporate trainer, Jones Loflin is best known for his ability to develop and deliver engaging and practical solutions that specifically address the complex needs of an organization. Jones has captivated audiences with unique presentations such as Finding Your Margin and Herding Cats is Not Impossible. He has helped a multitude of companies more effectively deal with change as a speaker for the best-selling book Who Moved My Cheese? Jones is the author of Prime Rib or Potted Meat?, a humorous and thought-provoking collection of his ideas on getting more out of life.

With keen insight, strong communication skills and a passion to see businesses and individuals succeed, Todd Musig has helped numerous companies reach far beyond their own expectations. AchieveGlobal and Franklin Covey are just two of the organizations that have benefited from his sales and marketing expertise as well as his organizational leadership. He has over twenty years of experience in business development, leadership, training and marketing. Todd holds a master’s degree from the Mariott School of Management and is currently CEO of Previdence Corporation.
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Dedicated to our families and
to those who struggle with
‘getting it all done.’




[T]he circus is change of pace – beauty against our daily ugliness, excitement against our boredom. The lion tamer and the acrobat are brave and clever against our cowardice and clumsiness and the clowns make our selfish tragedy seem funny. Every man and woman and child comes from the circus refreshed and renewed and ready to survive.

John Steinbeck,

America and Americans
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Before the Story
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Setting Up the Tent

Mark smiled. His division was having another great quarter. While his colleagues thought they could identify the reasons for Mark’s achievements, only Mark knew the real secret behind both his individual and his team’s success.

Mark’s many successes were familiar to most in the organization. On several occasions he had been selected to speak to a group of people or talk one-on-one with employees who felt overwhelmed or disengaged.

Success was evident in areas of his life outside of work, as well. While he no longer had his schoolboy physique, he was still the picture of health. Friends remarked that he had the energy of someone half his age.

He and Lisa had raised three wonderful children. Jackie was married and working in a large company. Evan was completing his Bachelor’s degree and would soon be looking for a job. Brain had started his own business after high school. Through it all, he and Lisa remained each other’s biggest fan and were closer than ever.

The buzz of the phone interrupted his reflection.

‘You have a visitor, Mark,’ his assistant said.

‘Who is it?’ he asked.

‘It’s a surprise.’

‘Come on, Carol,’ Mark replied. ‘Just tell me who it is.’

‘I am not telling you,’ Carol quipped, ‘and that’s final. If you want to know who it is, you’ll have to come out and see for yourself!’

Half aggravated and half curious, he went to the door and opened it. There stood his daughter Jackie.

‘Surprised?’ she asked as they hugged.

‘That’s an understatement!’ Mark made a face at Carol, led Jackie into his office and closed the door.

‘Have a seat. This is a wonderful surprise. What brings you here?’ Mark asked.

‘Officially,’ Jackie began, ‘I had a meeting here in town this morning, and we finished up a little while ago. Unofficially, I came to see you.’

Jackie’s mood quickly became more serious.

‘I am struggling with something, and I need your help.’

Mark prepared himself for the worst. He feared it might be related to her marriage, although he had not noticed any red flags. He took a deep breath and hesitantly asked, ‘So what’s going on?’

‘Everything!’ she blurted out. ‘I love my job, but I just can’t seem to keep up. I thought the other two people in my department would make things easier, but I’m beginning to think they don’t care what happens to the company.

‘Brett is a very supportive husband, but he’s busy with his own job. We are almost too accepting of our lack of time together, and that worries me. We just seem to be dividing and conquering all the time, jumping from one thing to another. Sometimes none of it makes sense.

‘To complicate things further,’ Jackie continued, ‘Brett and I are beginning to talk about starting a family. I don’t have a clue how I could be a decent parent with my crazy life!’

‘Sounds pretty serious, honey. How are you holding up?’ Mark asked.

‘I’m getting by,’ Jackie replied. ‘I go to work and do the best I can, but I just wish I had a moment for myself now and then.’

‘So how can I help?’ Mark asked.

‘I’m not sure you realize it, Dad, but I’ve watched you more than you will ever know,’ Jackie answered.

‘Beginning my own career and experiencing the struggles of keeping it all together, I often reflect on how you and Mom handle things.’

‘What do you mean?’ Mark asked.

‘For instance,’ Jackie replied, ‘The way you always seem to know the most important thing to do at any given moment. You and Mom have accomplished so much, yet I hardly ever saw you struggle like I do. I just can’t figure out what’s wrong with me. Not to mention the mess that I have going on at work. All this stress is causing me to seriously think about looking for another job.’

Mark patted Jackie’s hand. ‘First of all,’ he began, ‘I know that you have everything it takes to lead a full and rewarding life. I have no doubt that you can succeed in your current position.

‘Second, I struggled more than you will ever know with many of the same life challenges. Your mother did, too. Oh, the stories we could tell you. We still have moments of frustration now, but it is easier because of where we are in our careers and our personal lives.

‘What made the difference for us was discovering how to focus our time and energy on the things that are most important to us. We started using the process at work and later used it in other areas of our lives.

‘In fact, I have you to thank,’ Mark added.

‘Me?’ Jackie replied.

‘Yes, when you were about five years old, you helped me get my act together,’ Mark said.

‘How?’ Jackie quipped. ‘And if it’s so helpful, why haven’t you or Mom shared it with me?’

Mark took a deep breath and said, ‘Jackie, you and I are a lot alike. There was a time when I thought I had all the answers. When I started feeling overwhelmed at work, I questioned whether I could be successful.

‘I discovered that I needed to find a way to get the right things done at the right time,’ he continued. ‘I knew that if I didn’t, it could affect not only my performance at work, but also my relationship with you and your Mom as well as my own personal well-being. It was around that same time that your Mom and I took you to the circus.’

‘The circus?’ Jackie said incredulously. ‘You have got to be kidding. You’re going to tell me that the circus will help me with life? No offense, Dad, but I think I’m a little old for clowns and elephants.’

Mark smiled. ‘Let me ask you a question,’ he said. ‘When you are frustrated or feel like you can’t focus or get things done at work, does it seem like you’re trying to juggle elephants?’

Jackie paused for a moment. ‘I never thought about it that way, but yes,’ she answered with a weak smile. ‘That’s a pretty good visual for how I feel. It just seems like getting everything done is an impossible task.’

‘How long can you stay?’ Mark asked.

‘I have a couple of hours before I need to get back,’ Jackie answered. ‘Why?’

Mark stood up and walked behind his desk. He opened a drawer and took out a notebook lying next to a tattered circus program.

‘Unfortunately, I have a meeting in a few minutes that I cannot miss. It should take about an hour. I do want to talk with you more about your frustrations.

‘While I’m gone, I want you to read something,’ Mark said. ‘Over the years, several people have asked me to share my insights. Some even encouraged me to write a book. I laughed, because I certainly don’t consider myself to be a self-help guru. Several years ago, though, I did turn my thoughts into a story, thinking I might do something with it.

‘When I get back from my meeting, let’s talk about what you’ve read. Who knows, maybe something in it will help.’

‘OK, Dad,’ Jackie said as she took the notebook from him. ‘I still think you’re nuts, but I’ll give it a read.’

Mark gave Jackie a quick hug and headed off to his meeting. She settled into the chair and began reading the story.


The Story
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Tickets, Please!

Mark looked at his to-do list and sighed. His day was filled with meetings, messages, progress reports, and the usual administrative backlog that came with the territory. He knew the rest of his time would be filled with mini-crises and other fires that needed to be put out.

His evening wasn’t looking much better. After-work-errands and a long list of unfinished to-do items awaited him. ‘Not exactly a life-changing day,’ he reflected soberly.

Before tackling his first task, Mark glanced longingly out the office window. He had been relatively successful to this point and was now a manager in a fast-growing organization. At times the workload seemed to grow from demanding to overwhelming, and Mark always felt like his next project needed to be more successful than his last.

Keeping himself and his staff focused, energized, and productive was one of his greatest hurdles, and he knew the challenge would not get any easier with the quickly changing economy.

Normally, he would welcome such challenges, but lately he lacked the mental and physical energy to fully engage his tasks. In fact, his inability to focus on work was becoming a major concern. He wondered how he could expect to accomplish his professional goals if he couldn’t work effectively at his current level of responsibility.

Taking a deep breath, he thought about another source of dissatisfaction: his personal life. His new management position required more of his time than he had anticipated, leaving him no time to exercise.

Mark
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