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What to expect

Backhoe operator interviews are practical and safety-focused. You will usually talk to a supervisor,
leading hand or plant manager, and the conversation will probe how you read a site, set up the machine
and work to levels without putting people or services at risk.

» Technical and machine operation: Questions about controls, digging to line and level, machine
control systems, pre-start checks and machine setup.

» Safety and hazard scenarios: Working near services, on slopes, around people, and following
SWMS and exclusion zones.

* Process and planning: How you read plans, set up on a new site, sequence trenching, backfill and
compaction.

» Behavioural and teamwork: Working with pipe crews, labourers and supervisors, handling a
mistake or a change in plan.

* Client or inspector-facing: Utility and council work, inspections, and keeping records of levels and
depths.

Typically a phone or short site screen first, then a face-to-face with the supervisor or plant manager,
often on site. You may be asked to walk through a pre-start, explain a recent trenching job, or do a
practical assessment or VOC on the machine. Some employers combine the interview with a site
induction.

1. Walk me through how you set up a backhoe to dig a trench to line and
level.

Why they ask

Employers want to hear a repeatable method, because how you set up determines whether the trench
is straight, the batter holds and the pipe crew can follow behind you.

How to structure your answer
Walk-through: site check, locate services, position the machine, establish a reference, dig and check,
then finish.

Example answer

“First | check the plans and the service locates, and | walk the line to see what is overhead and what
is underfoot. | set the machine so the rear digging arm is on the working side and the front bucket is
clear. | drop the stabilisers on firm ground and level the machine. | set a reference from the survey
marks or a laser, and | start the trench with a bucket width that matches the pipe zone. | dig in
sections, check the grade with the laser or the machine control screen, and keep the spoil on the
opposite side to the trench so | am not working over the top of it. Before the pipe crew move in, |
check the last section and make sure the batter is stable.”

2. Tell me about a time you had to work around underground services.

Why they ask

Working near live services is one of the highest-risk parts of the job, so interviewers listen for how you
manage the risk, not just the outcome.

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

Example answer



“On a job in an older street, we had a gas main and a fibre bundle running parallel to the new
stormwater line. The locates were marked but the depth was tight. My task was to dig the trench
without hitting either service. | switched to hand digging and vacuum excavation for the section
closest to the markers, and | kept the machine at a distance while the spotter checked the actual
depth. | used a smaller bucket and took shallow cuts, checking the walls as | went. We got the trench
in without a strike, and the supervisor used the same method for the rest of the run.”

3. You are digging a trench and the ground starts to slump on one side. What
do you do?

Why they ask

This is a judgement-under-pressure question. They want to know you stop and reassess instead of
pushing on.

How to structure your answer
Stop, assess, control, then decide whether to continue or change method.

Example answer

“I stop digging and pull the machine back from the edge. | get out and look at the slump from a safe
distance, and | check whether anyone is in the trench or near the edge. If the ground is wet or the
batter is too steep, | will not send anyone in. | would bench the batter back, or shore it, or change the
digging method to work from further away. | would tell the supervisor and the pipe crew what has
changed, and we would not go back in until the ground is stable. If there was any risk to services, |
would call for a fresh locate before continuing.”

4. How do you keep the machine stable on a slope or soft ground?

Why they ask

Backhoes work on cuttings, batters and fill, and stability is a core skill. They want to hear that you read
the ground and set up before you dig.

How to structure your answer
Explain your method, then give a short example of when it mattered.

Example answer

“I look at the ground before | track onto it. If it is soft, | will work from a mat or from a firmer pad, or |
will bench a level platform first. | keep the front bucket low when | am tracking, and | use the
stabilisers on firm ground, not on the edge of a batter. When | am digging, | do not swing a loaded
bucket uphill if the machine feels light on the back. If the ground is sloping, | dig facing uphill where |
can, and | keep the spoil on the high side so it is not pushing me sideways. On a wet subdivision job, |
benched a pad for the machine before cutting a sewer trench, which kept the back end from kicking
out.”

5. Describe how you use machine control or a laser to hit levels.

Why they ask

Modern civil sites use 2D and 3D machine control, and employers want to know you can set it up and
check it, not just follow it.

How to structure your answer
Explain setup, reference, checking, and what you do if the screen and the physical check disagree.

Example answer

“I start by checking the base station or the laser is set up on a known point. | enter the design or
select the model, and | check the bucket dimensions and the calibration. | dig to the screen, but | still
check the bottom of the trench with a laser or a level and staff at the start of each run. If the screen
and the physical check do not match, | stop and find out why before | cut any more. | keep the
receiver clean and the cables out of the way. | also record the depths for the pipe crew so they know



what they are laying into.”

6. Tell me about atime you had to work with a pipe crew or labourers to get a
job finished.

Why they ask
Backhoe operators are part of a crew, and the job only moves when the digging, pipe laying and backfill
sequence works together.

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

Example answer

“We were laying a stormwater line along a road shoulder. The pipe crew was behind me, and the
labourers were bedding and backfilling. My task was to keep the trench open ahead of them without
leaving it open overnight. | worked in shorter sections and checked with the leading hand before each
run so the pipe crew had enough trench to work in but not so much that we had to cover it. When the
bedding sand ran short, | used the front bucket to move a stockpile closer to the trench so the
labourers were not walking it in. We finished the run on the same day and backfilled before we left.”



