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T
heatre at Work produces immersive 
health and safety workshop 
programmes, which are delivered 
through theatre, and draw on real-
life stories to inspire workers to be 

more proactive about safety.
Annette Tierney had been designing and 

delivering theatre-based learning for almost 
20 years, before she established Theatre at 
Work in Ireland seven years ago, following a 
spell working in London.

 
CIF SUPPORT
“The use of theatre is a popular approach 
globally as a way to explore culture and 
human factors,” Annette Tierney explains. “I 
had previously delivered programmes in the 
UK for organisations such as Mac and BAM, 
while working with my London-based 
associates AKT Productions, and I knew the 
positive impact it could have on safety.”

Annette met Robert Butler, Head of 
Learning, CIF, and says he was very 
supportive of the concept. 

“The support we received from CIF 
generated much goodwill among their 
industry partners,” she explains, “and I’m 
delighted that our working relationship with 
the CIF has continued with Dermot Carey 
and Construction Safety Week in recent 
years.”

 
WORKSHOP DEVELOPMENT
Annette Tierney explains that the 
development process for a programme 
requires meticulous research.

“We put a lot of time into the production 
and the design of each play or programme,” 
she says. “What we present in a workshop 
has to really resonate with participants and 
challenge their thinking. The theatrical 
context that we devise for each programme 
enables hands-on exploration of the 
drivers that influence culture. Our work in 
leadership and performance management 
relies on a collaborative approach with 
our clients, as programmes in this area are 
generally bespoke.”

She continues: “In behavioural safety, our 
programmes typically illustrate the causal 
factors around an incident, either bespoke 
to a client or based on an incident in the 
public domain. So, research here includes 
incident reports or HSA investigations, to 
allow exploration of relevant human factors 
during workshops. Our approach requires 
a contemporary knowledge of the working 
world of our intended participants, a 
detailed approach to writing and design, and 

in-depth preparation for our cast of actors 
and the delivery team.“

In recent years, this process has evolved to 
employ theory and tools to ground Theatre 
at Work’s theatre-based methods and 
consolidate learning for participants. 

She explains that they reference the 
work of thought leaders and contemporary 
psychologists such as James Reason, Daniel 
Kahneman, Edgar Schien and Eric Berne.

“Importantly, we weave this theory into 
our programmes, using everyday language 
and terminology.”

 
ON STAGE
Theatre at Work’s first safety programme was 
called ‘The Mousehole’. It illustrates a tragic 
incident that occurred offshore and explores 
individual responsibility for safety and 

intervention or safety conversations. This 
play has now been delivered to organisations 
all around the world, including many firms 
in Ireland. The interactive format used 
provided inspiration for a host of further 
programmes, which are designed for 
different target groups or around various 
themes. 

“Last year, we launched a suite of bespoke 
programmes for the construction industry. 
These looked at lifting operations or 
working at height, working with hazardous 
materials, vehicle safety, as well as mental 
health in construction,” Annette Tierney 
explains. “We delivered the mental health 
programme ‘Out of Sight’ for groups 
working with Collen Construction during 
Construction Safety Week last year and have 
further plans for this in 2020. 

SAFETY FOCUS

MAKING THEATRE AT WORK
Annette Tierney, founder and Managing Director, Theatre at Work, speaks with ROBBIE 

COUSINS about the company’s compelling construction safety theatre workshops.

Annette Tierney, founder 
and Managing Director, 
Theatre at Work.



65January 2020  CONSTRUCTION

“We try to create programmes that deal 
with current challenges and always have 
new pieces in development.”

 
AUDIENCE REACTION
Speaking about audience reaction and the 
impact of the workshops, Annette Tierney 
explains that participants tend to enjoy the 
interactive nature of the programmes and 
are often surprised by the impact of the 
stories. 

“The stories we tell are often those of real 
people, who also believed it would never 
happen to them. Our approach allows in-
depth analysis of why it happened and what 
could have prevented it. 

“I was recently delighted to read what one 
participant wrote about one of our shows, ‘I 
got more from a three-hour workshop with 
Theatre at Work than all the classroom-style 
health and safety training I have received 
in the preceding 12 years in the business’. 

This response is representative of much of 
the feedback we get, and we are delighted 
that our work is received in some quarters 
in this way.”

 
PRODUCTION TEAM
The team required to run a Theatre at 
Work workshop can range from four to 10 
people, depending on which production is 
delivered. 

“Most programmes require three to 
four team members, comprising one 
lead facilitator and three actors in order 
to bring things to life and illustrate the 
complexities of human behaviour and 
organisational dynamics,” Annette Tierney 
explains. “We have had the pleasure of 
delivering workshops for clients in all sorts 
of locations, from hotel conference rooms 
to site canteens, from CIF head office to car 
parks; nothing is out of reach.”

Looking at what is next for Theatre 
at Work, Annette Tierney says, “Each 
year myself and the small team talented 
practitioners that make up Theatre at Work 
find ourselves trusted and privileged to 
take on new subject areas for our clients. 
In the coming year, we will continue in 
the same way of developing and delivering 
workshops, and simply hope to have a 
positive impact, remaining grateful for 
the continued support we receive,” she 
concludes.

To learn more about Theatre at Work, call 01 
551 5984, email office@theatreatwork.ie or 
visit www.theatreatwork.ie
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Theatre at Work present real 
incident scenarios that delve 
deep into the human psyche.

Performances have been 
organised in many locations, 
including CIF head office.

Audience participation is a central part of the 
engagement process for the Theatre at Work team.
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