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Many years ago I was project manager of a fairly large project of twenty or so
.  I was a fairly new project manager at the time, fresh from designing and programming.  Although the project manager, I was still the technical lead as well, a typical situation in which we on the development side find ourselves.  I wasn’t aware of it at the time, but I had picked up the habit of “wearing hats.”  When someone asked a question about requirements, I’d answer “Well, putting my requirements hat on…”  When in a meeting, my opinion on design was called for, I’d respond, “Let me put my design hat on…”  Sometimes I varied the line by saying something like, “As project manager, this is what I have to say about …”
I lived in a small office that contained a four-drawer file cabinet, a desk and chair, and a wooden armless chair for visitors.  One morning I came into the office and noticed when I sat at my desk, facing the file cabinet, that on the top of the cabinet were a number of baseball hats, each one a different color.  Each hat had a couple of letters on it, such as “RQ", “DN”, “PM”, “PR”, and so forth.  On my desk was a scrawled note that said, “From now on, please wear the appropriate hat.  The Team.”  As I said, I wasn’t aware that I was using those words so often that it had become such a catch phrase among the team members that it would prompt this kind of joke.
Never one to let a joke end without stretching it to death, I fashioned a hook for my belt and fastened the back of all the hats on it so that I carried them with me all the time.  Then when I got a question or was asked an opinion or had to preside over a particular meeting in a particular capacity, I physically put on the appropriate hat to replace the trite phrase.  My default hat was the “PM” hat, which was blue.  Even the team played along by reminding me to change my hat according to what role I was supposed to be playing.  It was certainly great fun and worked wonders for the morale.  It prompted a never-ending stream of variations and jokes on the subject.  Several team members obtained their own hat to describe their role, but we won’t go into that.
While it was a fun exercise and an unusual morale booster, I noticed something unusual about the process of changing hats although it wasn’t a complete separation of roles.  Whenever I did so, the physical act of removing and replacing the hat allowed me to also change my mindset.  I actually became that role much like putting on a costume and makeup in a play.  It helped me to focus more completely on the issue at hand.  When I put the requirements hat on I could focus on what the customer wanted and not be concerned about how it was going to be done or the impact on the work already done.  When I had the design hat on, I would focus on the opposite.  When I had the project manager hat on, I would focus on the triple constraints without interference from the other aspects.  No, I have not studied with renowned acting coach Lee Strasburg and learned the Method but the hat trick helped me understand the importance of each of the roles in the solution development life cycle and how they all act as checks and balances on each other.
As project managers we often find ourselves doing double and even triple work in different capacities.  We facilitate information gathering sessions with the customers, assist with the design of the solution, negotiate with management for more resources or time, and may be actively involved in the heavy lifting of implementing the solution.  In fact, many times we are one-man bands playing the entire symphony and managing a project team consisting of simply us.
The problems we have when assuming multiple roles of project manager and designer or programmer is the inherent conflict between the goals of the roles.  The project manager has to focus on getting the project done on time and with the assigned resources even if it might mean cutting back on the solution.  The designer is after the most efficient way of solving the problem.  The requirements person is customer-facing and wants to keep the customer happy without regard to time or resources.  These roles often conflict and rightfully so when only one person is responsible for doing the job.  The project manager keeps the designer from getting analysis paralysis; the designer ensures that the solution is feasible; the requirements analyst reminds the project team that the results of the project must solve the customer’s business problem.  And so forth.  When we don all hats at the same time we have to internally resolve the built-in conflicts which lead to indecision, sleepless nights and erroneous actions.  The checks and balances inherent in the process are better served with independent advocacy.

So here’s the tip or /lesson.  Do whatever you can to separate the roles you have to play as project manager if, in fact, you must play the different roles.  It is better to follow the PMBOK® Guide advice to just be project manager and nothing but.  Assuming in these tight times that is not possible, differentiate the roles as best as you can.  If you have to create the requirements document, then complete it by noon, place it in a folder, and put a Post-It note on it addressed to you, as the designer.  Then go to a long lunch away from your desk or office, come back as the designer and receive the requirements document as though from someone else.  Read it with the same critical eye that you would had it actually come from a different person.  If you have been designing all afternoon and have a project manager status meeting to attend to report to upper level management, take a long break from the design effort and do something different to get yourself into the role of project manager.  In other words, try to separate the roles you are playing as much as possible.  By doing this you will increase the focus and quality of your work output by allowing yourself to be more critical of your own work, much the same way someone else in that role would be.

The hat trick lasted only that one project, and it was a successful project.  I did carry my hats into the next project but the new team thought the hats were pretentious and upper level management thought they were unprofessional.  It was also a bigger project and I had less call to play roles other than project manager.  I quickly packed them in a box and took them home.  I did, however, keep the concept of personal division of labor and roles and still apply it successfully to this day.
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