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What to expect

Interviews for a Paper Machine Operator usually focus on technical process control, safety awareness
and how you handle the unexpected on a running line. Employers want to know you can read the
machine, adjust settings and work well within a shift team.

» Technical and process: Questions about stock consistency, moisture, temperature, DCS and PLC
controls, and machine settings for different paper grades.

» Safety and compliance: Questions about WHS legislation, lockout tagout, confined space entry,
hazard identification and how you respond to unsafe behaviour.

» Scenario and problem-solving: Questions about what you would do if paper breaks, quality drifts,
or a machine component starts to fail during a run.

» Behavioural: Questions about teamwork, shift handover, dealing with repetitive tasks and
communicating with maintenance or quality staff.

* Process walk-through: Questions that ask you to describe a start-up, grade change or shutdown
step by step.

The interview is often a phone screen with HR, followed by a site visit that includes a tour of the paper
machine and a panel interview with the production supervisor and a shift lead. You might be asked to
complete a short practical assessment or a safety scenario on the floor. Some mills include a
mechanical aptitude test.

1. Walk me through how you would start up a paper machine after a
shutdown.

Why they ask
This tests your procedural knowledge and whether you understand the sequence of safety checks and
process steps.

How to structure your answer
Give a step-by-step walk-through in chronological order, covering safety checks, ancillary systems,
stock preparation, machine settings and the first reel.

Example answer

“First, | complete a pre-start safety check: lockout tagout is removed only after all guards are back,
and | confirm with maintenance that the machine is ready. Then | start the lubrication and hydraulic
systems, check the vacuum pumps and ensure the white water system is at the right level. | bring the
stock preparation online, checking consistency and freeness. | set the slice lip, wire tension and
steam pressure to the grade recipe, then start the machine at crawl speed. Once the sheet is forming,
| gradually increase speed while monitoring moisture and basis weight on the DCS. | stay close to the
press section until the first reel is stable and within spec, then record the start-up data in SAP.”

2. Tell me about a time you identified a quality issue before it became a big
problem.

Why they ask
This looks at your attention to detail and ability to act early when something is drifting out of
specification.

How to structure your answer
Use STAR: describe the Situation, the Task you faced, the Action you took, and the Result you
achieved.



Example answer

“At a previous mill, | was running a machine producing linerboard. | noticed the moisture profile was
drifting on the edge of the sheet, so | checked the DCS trends and saw the steam pressure in one
dryer section was fluctuating. | adjusted the control loop and worked with maintenance to replace a
faulty steam valve. The sheet came back into spec within twenty minutes, and we avoided a reel that
would have been downgraded.”

3. What would you do if you saw a colleague not following lockout tagout
procedures?

Why they ask

Safety is the top priority on a paper machine, and employers want to know you will speak up and follow
the correct escalation path.

How to structure your answer
Explain your immediate action, then how you would escalate, and finish with why safety is
non-negotiable.

Example answer

“I would stop the task immediately and speak to the colleague directly but respectfully, reminding
them of the lockout tagout procedure and the risks. If they continued, | would escalate to the shift
supervisor. Safety is everyone's responsibility, and | would never ignore a breach because it could
lead to a serious injury. | would also report it through the hazard reporting system so it can be
reviewed in the next toolbox talk.”

4. How do you monitor stock consistency, temperature and moisture during
arun?

Why they ask
This checks your hands-on process control knowledge and your ability to use the instruments and
systems on the line.

How to structure your answer
Describe the instruments you use, the frequency of checks and how you adjust settings based on
readings.

Example answer

“| start by checking the DCS screen for live trends on stock consistency, temperature and moisture. |
also take manual samples at the reel and compare them to the lab results. If consistency drops, |
adjust the thick stock valve or the dilution water. If moisture is high, | increase steam pressure in the
dryers. | record all adjustments in the production log and keep the next shift informed.”

5. Describe atime you had to perform routine maintenance under time
pressure.

Why they ask

Paper machines run on tight schedules, and employers want to see you can prioritise and make safe
decisions when time is short.

How to structure your answer
Use a situation, action and result format, but focus on how you prioritised tasks and made decisions
under pressure.

Example answer

“During a night shift, a felt on the press section started to wear unevenly. We had a limited window
before the next grade change. | assessed the wear, decided we could safely run until the planned
stop, and used the time to prepare replacement parts. At the stop, | worked with the fitter to change
the felt quickly, and we were back up before the schedule was affected. | logged the issue in SAP so



the maintenance team could check the root cause.”

6. How do you ensure a smooth handover between shifts?

Why they ask

Shift handovers are critical on a continuous paper machine, and poor communication can cause quality
issues or safety incidents.

How to structure your answer
Talk about communication, documentation and what you prioritise to set the next operator up for
success.

Example answer

“Before the end of my shift, | review the production log and note any ongoing issues, machine settings
that changed, and any quality alerts. | meet the incoming operator at the machine, walk them through
the current run, point out any unusual noises or vibrations, and hand over the DCS trend screen so
they can see the last few hours. | also flag anything that needs follow-up with maintenance. | make
sure they know what to watch for in the next hour.”



