Ear ving r Orth QEOI’ In y@erswgew questions

careertips. m U SI ns a eyre real

O

What to expect

Earthmoving operator interviews are practical and safety-focused. Employers are working out whether
you can run the machine to the tolerance the job needs, whether you will look after the plant, and
whether you are safe to put near other people and live services.

e Technical plant operation: How you set up, cut, trim and finish with a particular machine, and how
you use GPS or 3D machine control to hit design levels.

» Safety and hazard scenarios: What you would do if you hit a service, struck an unknown object, or
found yourself working too close to other workers or plant.

» Behavioural and teamwork: How you have handled disagreements with a spotter or supervisor,
worked with surveyors, and got along with labourers and truck drivers.

» Process and plant care: Pre-start checks, servicing intervals, how you report faults, and where
you draw the line between fixing something yourself and shutting the machine down.

* Verification and pre-employment checks: Which tickets and competencies you hold, when you
last operated each machine, and whether you are clear for a medical, drug and alcohol screen and
site inductions.

* Logistics and availability: Shift work, remote rosters, travel and licences. Employers want to know
you will stay for the length of the project.

Most processes start with a short phone screen covering tickets, machine experience and availability.
That is followed by a face-to-face or yard interview with a supervisor, sometimes with a trainer or
assessor sitting in. From there you will usually do a Verification of Competency or a practical
assessment on the machine, then a pre-employment medical and drug and alcohol screen, and a site
induction before you start. Larger contractors may add a second interview with a project manager.

1. Walk me through how you would set up and cut a pad to design level using
GPS machine control.

Why they ask

This is the core skill of the job. The interviewer wants to hear a logical sequence, not just that you can
drive the machine.

How to structure your answer

Give a straight walk-through in order: pre-start and set-up first, then the cut, then the trim and the check.
Name the machine control system you have used and what you do when the model and the pegs
disagree.

Example answer

“First | do the pre-start, check the fluids, greasing and the bucket teeth, and make sure the machine is
level before | calibrate. Then | load the model, check the design surface against the pegs and the
surveyor's marks, and set my guidance on. | strip the topsoil and stockpile it separately, then bulk out
the pad in passes, working from the high side and keeping the batter safe. Once | am within a couple
of hundred millimetres | drop to a batter bucket or a tilt bucket and trim to the digital surface. | check
the levels with the surveyor's pegs or a laser as | go, and | do a final pass in reverse so the tracks are
not chewing up finished ground. If the model and the pegs do not agree, | stop and get the surveyor to
confirm before | cut anything.”

2. You are trenching and the bucket hits something that could be a live
service. What do you do?



Why they ask
Service strikes are the most serious risk on this work. The interviewer is testing whether you react
calmly and follow the process rather than improvising.

How to structure your answer
Use a stop, assess, report, escalate structure. Be clear about the first action and do not skip the
reporting step.

Example answer

“I stop the machine straight away and shut it down, and | do not move the bucket again. | get the
spotter to confirm what we are looking at and | keep everyone else back from the trench. | let the
supervisor know immediately and check the dial before you dig plans against what we have found,
and if it looks like a live service | call the relevant utility. Nothing gets dug near it until we have
clearance. | would rather lose an hour on the program than put someone in a hole next to a live gas or
power line.”

3. Tell me about a time you had to work to a tight tolerance with a surveyor
watching.

Why they ask

Civil work lives or dies on tolerances, and the interviewer wants evidence you can hold a finish under
pressure.

How to structure your answer

Use STAR. Keep the situation brief, spend the time on what you actually did with the machine, and
finish on the outcome.

Example answer

“On a car park project the subgrade had to be within a tight tolerance before the pavers went down,
and the surveyor was checking behind me as | went. | broke the pad into strips, did the bulk cut first
and saved the final trim for one continuous pass so | was not reworking finished ground. | adjusted my
bucket angle and reduced my travel speed over the last few metres, and | got out and checked
against the pegs rather than trusting the screen alone. The surveyor signed off the whole pad at the
first inspection and the paver crew started the next morning without any remedial work.”

4. How do you decide what you fix yourself on a pre-start and what you
report and stop for?
Why they ask

This separates operators who look after the plant from operators who drive it into the ground.

How to structure your answer
Set out your threshold logic and use examples on either side of the line. The interviewer wants to hear
that you know your limits.

Example answer

“Routine things | handle myself: greasing, checking and topping up fluids, tightening a loose guard,
clearing the tracks, and checking hose condition and weeping fittings. Anything safety-related | report
straight away and stop the machine: brake or steering faults, a cracked boom or hitch, damaged lifting
points, warning alarms that will not clear, or anything leaking enough to be a fire risk. If | am not sure,
I ring the fitter and describe exactly what | am seeing rather than guessing. My rule is that if the fault
could hurt someone or take the machine out mid-shift, it gets reported before | move it.”

5. Tell me about atime you disagreed with a spotter or supervisor about how
to approach a dig.
Why they ask



Teamwork and judgement questions come up because operators work under direction but are still
expected to speak up when something does not look right.

How to structure your answer
Use STAR, but make the resolution the point. Show that you raised it clearly, listened to the other side,
and stayed with the crew afterwards.

Example answer

“I was asked to bench a batter back further than I thought was safe because the toe was sitting near a
soft edge. | stopped the machine and walked the supervisor and the spotter through what | was
seeing, and suggested we batter it in two stages instead of one, with the machine repositioned further
back. He agreed once he looked at it from ground level, and the batter held through the next rain. The
job still finished on the same day. | do not mind being told to do something differently, but | would
rather have the conversation on the ground than find out from the seat of an excavator that is sliding.”

6. Which machines are you signed off on, and when did you last run each of
them?

Why they ask
Verification questions are standard in this trade and employers need an honest picture so they can plan
rosters and assessments.

How to structure your answer
Answer it as a factual rundown: machine, ticket or unit of competency, last time operated, and any gap
you would want a refresher on. Do not pad it out.

Example answer

“I hold units for the excavator, skid steer, dozer and front-end loader, and | have current Verification of
Competency records for each. Excavator is my main machine and | have been on one nearly every
day for the last few years, including GPS trim work. Skid steer and loader | run most weeks. Dozer |
have not been on regularly for about a year, so | would want a short refresher before | was put on a
bulk push unsupervised. | am happy to do a practical assessment on any of them.”



