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What to expect

Refinery Operator interviews focus heavily on safety judgement and procedural discipline, since a
wrong call in the control room can have serious consequences. Expect a mix of technical questions
about instrumentation and control systems, scenario questions that test how you'd handle a live process
upset, and behavioural questions about your track record with safety and shift work.

* Process: Questions asking you to walk through how you monitor and control specific plant
variables or respond to standard operating conditions.

* Safety: Questions on pre-shift checks, hazard identification and compliance with permit and
isolation procedures.

* Behavioural: Questions about past incidents, near misses or examples of catching a problem
early, usually answered using STAR.

» Scenario: Hypothetical process upsets or alarm situations testing your judgement and prioritisation
under time pressure.

» Technical: Direct questions on your familiarity with DCS platforms, sensors and safety interlock
systems.

Most refinery operator interviews open with a short discussion of your licences, tickets and shift
availability, move into technical and process questions to confirm competency, then run through one or
two scenario questions to test judgement, and close with behavioural questions about safety culture and
teamwork on shift.

1. Walk me through how you'd monitor and respond to a slow temperature
drift on a distillation column during a normal shift.

Why they ask

Tests whether you understand the routine monitoring cycle and know when a minor variation needs
escalation versus routine adjustment.

How to structure your answer
Step-by-step process walkthrough: describe what you'd check first, what tools or screens you'd use, the
threshold that would prompt action, and who you'd notify.

Example answer

“I'd start by checking the trend on the DCS screen rather than just the instantaneous reading, to see if
it's a genuine drift or noise. If the trend is real and approaching the operating limit, I'd cross-check
related variables like feed rate and reboiler duty to see if there's an obvious cause. I'd make a small
corrective adjustment within my authority, such as trimming a flow controller, and log the observation
and action in the shift log. If the adjustment doesn't bring it back within a reasonable time, I'd notify
the shift supervisor before it gets close to the alarm setpoint, rather than waiting for the alarm to
sound.”

2. What pre-shift safety checks do you carry out before taking over a control
room console or field area?

Why they ask

Confirms you understand the practical safety routine, not just the theory, since incomplete handovers
are a common cause of incidents.

How to structure your answer



Checklist-style walkthrough: list the checks in the order you'd actually do them and explain why each
matters.

Example answer

“I read the outgoing shift log first to understand what's happened and what's still open, then | check
the alarm summary for anything unacknowledged. In the field, I'd do a visual walk past critical
equipment looking for leaks, unusual noise or vibration, and confirm any permits or isolations still in
effect match what's recorded. Before | sign on, | confirm with the outgoing operator verbally on
anything that looks borderline, because a written note can miss context that matters.”

3. Tell me about a time you identified a problem with plant equipment before
it caused a bigger issue.

Why they ask

Behavioural question probing attention to detail and whether you act on early warning signs rather than
waiting for an alarm.

How to structure your answer
STAR: situation, task, action, result.

Example answer

“During a night shift | noticed a pump's discharge pressure was trending slightly lower than usual on
the DCS, even though flow looked normal. My task was to work out whether this was instrument drift
or a real mechanical issue. | checked the pump's vibration readings and found a small increase, so |
logged it and raised a maintenance notification rather than waiting for the next scheduled inspection.
The seal was found to be wearing and was replaced during the next planned outage, avoiding an
unplanned shutdown and the safety risk of a seal failure mid-run.”

4. An alarm sounds for a high-pressure reading on a reactor feed line right in
the middle of shift handover. What do you do?

Why they ask
Scenario question testing judgement under pressure and whether safety takes priority over procedural
convenience like finishing a handover.

How to structure your answer
Judgement-under-pressure structure: state your immediate priority, the order of actions, and when you'd
escalate.

Example answer

“I'd pause the handover immediately and treat the alarm as the priority, since a high-pressure reading
on a feed line can escalate quickly. I'd acknowledge the alarm, check the DCS trend to confirm it's
real and not a faulty sensor, and take the standard corrective action from the operating procedure,
such as adjusting the feed valve. I'd tell the incoming operator to stand by rather than continuing the
handover conversation. Once the situation is stable, I'd notify the supervisor, finish logging what
happened, and only then resume the handover properly.”

5. How familiar are you with Distributed Control Systems, and how do you
use them day to day?

Why they ask

Direct technical check on the core tool of the job, since DCS competency is assumed for anyone with
control room experience.

How to structure your answer
Technical knowledge structure: name the systems you've used, describe a specific function, and give a
concrete example of using it to make a decision.



Example answer

“I've worked with a DCS platform to monitor and control multiple units from a single console, tracking
flow, temperature and pressure trends across screens rather than just single readings. | use trend
graphs to pick up slow drifts before they hit alarm limits, and | use the historian function to pull back
data when investigating a deviation after the fact. On one shift | used the trend history to confirm a
temperature spike had coincided with a feed composition change upstream, which helped the team fix
the actual cause instead of just treating the symptom.”

6. How do you approach recording shift logs and environmental readings so
they hold up under audit?

Why they ask

Refineries operate under close regulatory scrutiny, so accurate documentation is a core competency,
not an administrative afterthought.

How to structure your answer
Process walkthrough: describe your recording habits, what you double-check, and how you handle
ambiguous readings.

Example answer

“I record readings and actions as close to real time as possible rather than relying on memory at the
end of shift, because details get lost otherwise. For environmental readings | note the exact time and
instrument used, and if a reading looks off | flag it as questionable rather than just writing it down,
then get it checked. | write shift log entries assuming someone with no context will read them later, so
| include what happened, what | did, and what still needs follow-up, not just a one-line summary.”



