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What to expect

Civil engineer interviews usually mix technical design questions with scenario and behavioural
guestions, reflecting the split between office-based design work and on-site project management.
Interviewers also tend to probe genuine interest in infrastructure work and where you sit on the path to
Chartered (CPENg) or RPEQ registration.

» Process: Questions asking you to walk through how you'd handle a project stage from start to
finish, testing your understanding of the design and delivery workflow.

» Technical: Questions about specific standards, software or engineering methods you'd apply to a
design problem.

» Scenario/judgement: Hypothetical site situations, such as unexpected ground conditions, testing
how you make decisions under pressure and who you escalate to.

* Behavioural: Past-experience questions about managing disagreements with contractors,
architects or other stakeholders.

» Safety/compliance: Questions about inspection processes and how you sign off on works against
Australian Standards and WHS requirements.

A first-stage interview is often a technical conversation with a senior engineer or engineering manager,
sometimes including a review of a drawing or a quick design problem. A second round tends to involve
a panel with the hiring manager and a project or site lead, focusing more on stakeholder handling,
safety judgement and how you'd fit into current project teams.

1. Walk me through how you'd take a road widening project from the initial
site survey through to construction-ready drawings.

Why they ask

This checks whether you actually understand the sequence of design work: survey and geotechnical
input, standards compliance, cost estimation and coordination with other disciplines, rather than just
software skills in isolation.

How to structure your answer

Walk through the process in chronological order: site survey and geotechnical investigation, design in
CAD/Civil 3D against relevant standards, cost estimate and timeline, review with architects/contractors,
then issue for construction. Flag decision points and who you'd involve at each stage.

Example answer

“I'd start with the site survey and geotechnical investigation, because ground conditions drive a lot of
the design decisions downstream. Once I've got that data, I'd move into Civil 3D to model the road
alignment and drainage, checking it against the relevant AS standards and any council requirements.
I'd prepare a cost estimate and rough construction timeline at that point, then circulate the design to
the contractor and any affected stakeholders like council planners, since catching conflicts on paper is
much cheaper than catching them on site. Once everyone's signed off, I'd issue construction
drawings and stay involved through the build to handle any queries.”

2. Tell me about a time you found an error in a design or set of drawings
before it caused a problem on site.

Why they ask

Design review under time pressure is a core part of this role, and employers want evidence you catch
issues early rather than after construction starts.



How to structure your answer
Use STAR: describe the situation and the design in question, the specific action you took to review or
check it, and the result, including what would have happened if the error had gone unnoticed.

Example answer

“I was reviewing a drainage design ahead of construction and noticed the proposed pipe alignment
ran through an area with an existing underground service that wasn't marked on the base survey. |
cross-checked it against the utility authority's records, confirmed the clash, and redesigned the
alignment in Civil 3D to route around it. That meant the contractor could start on schedule instead of
hitting the service mid-dig and having to stop work to redesign on the fly, which would have cost far
more in delay and rework.”

3. You're on site and the geotechnical conditions turn out to be worse than
the original report indicated. What do you do?

Why they ask

This tests judgement under pressure and whether you know when to make a call yourself versus
escalate, which matters given how much civil design depends on ground conditions being as expected.

How to structure your answer
Set out your immediate actions, who you'd notify, how you'd document the discrepancy, and how you'd
decide whether the design needs to change before work continues.

Example answer

“First I'd stop work in the affected area rather than push ahead on assumptions, and get additional
testing done to confirm what we're actually dealing with. I'd document the discrepancy against the
original geotechnical report and flag it to the project engineer or manager, since a change in ground
conditions can affect foundation design, cost and timeline. Depending on the scale of the difference,
I'd either adjust the design myself if it's within my authority or bring in a geotechnical specialist for a
revised recommendation before construction resumes.”

4. How do you decide which Australian Standards apply to a given design
element, and how do you keep track of updates to them?

Why they ask

Standards compliance is central to civil design, and this checks whether you have a real working
method rather than a vague awareness of AS standards.

How to structure your answer
Explain your practical approach: how you identify applicable standards for a project type, and how you
stay current, such as through Engineers Australia resources or firm-level processes.

Example answer

“I usually start from the project brief and site conditions to work out which category of standard
applies, whether that's loading codes, drainage design or materials specifications, and then check the
current version against SAl Global or the relevant standards body rather than relying on memory. On
past projects I've kept a checklist tied to project type so nothing gets missed during design review. For
updates, | rely on natifications through Engineers Australia and internal technical circulars, and |
make a point of checking before starting a new project type | haven't worked on recently.”

5. Describe a situation where you had to manage disagreement between a
contractor and an architect over a design detail.

Why they ask

Civil engineers regularly sit between different parties with competing priorities, and employers want to
see you can resolve this without projects stalling.

How to structure your answer



Use STAR: outline the disagreement, your role in resolving it, the specific action you took to bring both
sides to a workable outcome, and the result for the project.

Example answer

“On a project | worked on, the contractor wanted to adjust a footing detail to simplify construction, but
the architect was concerned it would affect the finished floor level. | organised a short meeting with
both parties, brought the structural and drainage implications of each option, and proposed a modified
detail that kept the architect's floor level intact while still being straightforward for the contractor to
build. Getting both sides in the same conversation with the actual constraints in front of them made it
easier to land on something workable without delaying the schedule.”

6. What's your process for inspecting completed works before signing off on
compliance?

Why they ask

Field inspection and sign-off is a direct responsibility in this role, and this question checks whether you
have a rigorous, standards-based process rather than a casual walk-through.

How to structure your answer
Walk through your inspection process step by step: what you check against, how you document
findings, and what you do if something doesn't meet specification.

Example answer

“I work from the approved drawings and specifications as my baseline, and go through the completed
works checking dimensions, materials and finishes against those documents and the relevant AS
standards. | take photos and notes as | go, and use any required testing, like compaction or concrete
strength results, to back up visual inspection. If something doesn't meet spec, | document it clearly,
raise it with the contractor and hold off on sign-off until it's rectified or a variation is properly approved.
| don't sign off on anything | haven't personally checked against the documentation.”



