Tideway’s immersive safety induction helps London super sewer avoid life-changing injuries
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Tideway’s Thames Tideway Tunnel project, London’s ambitious super sewer spanning 25km and costing £4.5 billion, has set a new benchmark in construction safety with an innovative induction programme that has contributed to no life-changing injuries over its more than decade-long construction period. This remarkable safety record emerges from a comprehensive and immersive safety induction centred on emotional engagement, which all workers, from site operatives to office staff, must undergo before stepping onto any site.
The project, which began operational phases in October last year and continues significant construction work across 21 sites, required a bold rethinking of traditional safety standards due to the inherent risks involved. Tideway’s chief technical officer Roger Bailey highlighted that even a “good” industry-standard safety record would have implied hundreds of serious injuries and some fatalities, an outcome the project team deemed unacceptable. To change this trajectory, Tideway designed the Employer’s Project Induction Centre (EPIC) in Vauxhall, a dedicated floor transformed into highly realistic construction site scenarios combined with immersive theatre to simulate the consequences of safety failures.
This immersive induction is unique in blending emotionally charged role-play with safety training workshops that encourage participants to intervene and prevent accidents, rather than passively reflecting on them. For instance, the latest scenario involves a young crane slinger who, due to fatigue from sleep deprivation after the birth of his child, overlooks safety protocols, leading to a fatal incident. Attendees witness the events leading to the tragedy, then explore behavioural psychology techniques—such as the belief circle and challenge ladder—to understand how actions and emotions affect safety decisions and how to effectively challenge unsafe behaviour on site. The sessions were developed with the philosophy that “the most effective pathway to the human brain is through emotion,” explained Dermot Kerrigan, co-founder of Active Training Team, which delivers the programme.
Beyond the immediate dramatic impact, every participant receives a card signed by Tideway’s chief executive Andy Mitchell, granting them explicit permission to stop unsafe practices on site—a tangible symbol reinforcing personal responsibility and the company’s commitment to safety culture. Mitchell himself has publicly underscored the value of patience and caution over haste, stating, “Minor delays to avoid injuries or harm are nothing for the £4.5bn we’ve spent on this sewer.”
The effectiveness of this approach is further supported by external evaluations. According to the Institution of Civil Engineers, EPIC plays a crucial role in transforming safety culture by allowing workers to emotionally connect with the loss of a colleague and internalise the repercussions of unsafe behaviour. Feedback collected by Safety & Health Practitioner reveals that over 95% of participants feel more confident challenging poor safety practices after undergoing the induction, pointing to a deep behavioural shift rather than simple compliance. This immersive learning method goes beyond traditional safety briefings by equipping workers with practical tools to intervene ethically and effectively.
The approach has also inspired other companies, such as SSE, to adopt similar immersive training techniques involving professional actors and emotionally charged scenarios to heighten safety awareness on their sites. Such programmes leverage the psychological power of risk empathy to encourage proactive safety management—reinforcing the message that safety is a shared responsibility.
Tideway’s pioneering safety landscape aligns with findings from occupational health research, which emphasises leadership, collaborative processes, and engagement in creating a robust safety ecosystem on large-scale construction projects. Detailed studies of the Thames Tideway Tunnel project highlight how its transformational approach, combining practical safety measures with immersive training and behavioural psychology, fosters a workplace culture where workers not only understand hazards but feel empowered to act decisively to prevent harm. This focus on people, leadership, and continuous feedback has been critical to the project’s success in maintaining an exceptional safety record despite the complexities of constructing London’s super sewer.
As the project nears completion and transitions management to Thames Water, Tideway’s legacy may well be a lasting example of how immersive, emotionally intelligent training and strong cultural commitment can drastically reduce construction site accidents—offering valuable lessons for the construction industry globally.
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