Cost Controller integndiﬁgyth%yespiopng

careertips.com.au: common questions e real y tes

What to expect

Cost Controller interviews tend to mix technical cost control questions with behavioural and scenario
guestions, because the role sits between the project system and the people who spend the money. You
will be tested on whether you understand commitments, actuals, forecasts and change, and on how you
handle a project manager who disagrees with your numbers.

» Technical cost control: Questions on cost breakdown structures, commitments, accruals, cost to
complete, earned value and variance analysis.

» Process and systems: Walk-throughs of how you run a monthly cost cycle in SAP, Oracle or
EcoSys, including data validation and reporting.

» Behavioural: Tell me about a time questions on variance identification, stakeholder pushback and
competing deadlines.

» Scenario and judgement: Hypotheticals about coding errors, disputed progress claims and
forecasts that need to change late in the cycle.

* Client-facing and communication: How you explain variances and forecasts to project managers,
engineers and finance teams who do not share your background.

» Commercial awareness: Questions on how cost control decisions affect project margin, cash flow
and contractual claims.

Typically two stages. A first interview with the hiring manager or project controls lead covering your
technical cost control experience and how you run a monthly cycle. A second interview that adds a
project manager or finance business partner, with scenario questions and a discussion of how you
would handle a live project issue. Some employers include a short Excel or cost system exercise, or ask
you to interpret a sample cost report.

1. Walk me through how you monitor a project's cost position from
commitment through to actuals each month.

Why they ask

This is the core of the job. The interviewer wants to hear a repeatable monthly process, not a one-off
example.

How to structure your answer
Walk-through: chronological, from data extraction to reporting and follow-up. Name the steps, the
system you use, and where you check for errors.

Example answer

“I start by extracting the commitment report from the project system, which shows purchase orders
and subcontracts raised but not yet invoiced. | reconcile that against the general ledger actuals and
the accruals | expect to see for work done but not yet billed. Then | check cost coding on any new
invoices or progress claims that landed since the last cycle, because a misallocation here will show
up as a variance that is not real. Once the actuals and commitments are lined up, | update the cost to
complete with the project manager or the relevant package engineer, focusing on any packages
where the trend has changed. | then prepare the variance analysis by cost account, write the
commentary explaining the main movements, and issue the monthly cost report. Any variance over
the agreed threshold goes on a follow-up list so | can confirm the action with the owner before the
next cycle.”



2. Tell me about a time you identified a cost variance before it became a
problem. What did you do?

Why they ask

Behavioural question testing early warning instinct and follow-through.

How to structure your answer
STAR: situation, task, action, result. Keep the result specific but without claiming figures you cannot
verify.

Example answer

“On a mining expansion project, | noticed during the monthly review that one earthworks package was
tracking above its budget for three months in a row, but each month the amount was small enough
that it had been explained away as timing. | pulled the last six months of actuals and commitments for
that package and compared them to the original tender quantities. The trend showed that cartage
distances had increased because the haul route had changed, and the contractor was entitled to
remeasure. | flagged it to the project manager with the quantity comparison, and we agreed to update
the forecast and raise the change before the next progress claim round. That meant the client and the
internal team saw the revised cost to complete in the same reporting period, rather than discovering it
after the work was finished.”

3. A project manager tells you your cost report is wrong because their
forecast is fine. How do you handle it?

Why they ask

Tests how you handle pushback on your numbers without becoming defensive or folding too easily.

How to structure your answer
Judgement under pressure: stay calm, separate the person from the data, test the claim, and agree on
the next step. Not STAR.

Example answer

“I would thank them for the feedback and ask them to show me where they think the report is wrong.
We would open the cost breakdown side by side: their forecast, my commitments, actuals and
accruals. Often the disagreement is about timing, for example an invoice they have not seen yet or a
commitment | have included that they expect to be cancelled. If | have made a coding or timing error, |
fix it and reissue the relevant lines. If the difference is a genuine forecast gap, | explain what the
report is showing and ask what assumption has changed. Either way we agree on what will be
updated before the report is finalised, and | document the agreed position so the next cycle starts
from the same place.”

4. How do you calculate cost to complete, and what assumptions matter
most?

Why they ask

Technical question that separates someone who understands forecasting from someone who just
enters numbers.

How to structure your answer
Define the term, explain the method, then list the assumptions that move the answer most. Use an
example from your own work if you have one.

Example answer

“Cost to complete is the forecast of what is still to be spent to finish the remaining scope, added to
actuals and commitments already incurred to get the final project cost. | build it from the bottom up
where possible, by cost account or work package. For each package | look at the remaining quantities
or scope, the unit rates or contract rates that apply, and any known productivity or site conditions that
have changed. The assumptions that matter most are the ones that change the remaining scope,



such as a variation that has been instructed but not yet priced, a productivity trend that is worse than
planned, or a contract rate that escalates on a particular date. | also check that the estimate is
consistent with the schedule, because a package that has slipped will usually carry additional cost. |
test the result against the trend of actuals to date and against any independent estimate from the
project team before | put it into the report.”

5. You find a cost coding error that has been repeated for several months.
What do you do?

Why they ask
Scenario question about controls, correction and root cause, not just fixing the one error.

How to structure your answer
Scenario response: contain the problem, correct the records, find the root cause, and prevent
recurrence. Sequence matters.

Example answer

“First | would confirm the size and scope of the error so | know whether it affects a single cost account
or a broader reporting line. | would tell the project manager and the finance team early, because a
repeat error can distort the variance analysis and any forecasts built on it. Then | would prepare the
correcting journals or reallocations, with a clear note of what was moved and why, so the audit trail is
intact. After the correction, | would look at the cause: was it a wrong cost object on a standing
purchase order, a default in the system, or a coding instruction that was unclear? If it is a process
issue, | would update the coding guide or the system default and brief the people who raise the
invoices and claims. | would also add a check to the monthly cycle so the same pattern is caught in
the first month next time.”

6. How do you explain a significant unfavourable variance to a project
manager who is not a finance person?

Why they ask

Communication question. Cost controllers spend as much time explaining numbers as producing them.

How to structure your answer
Client-facing structure: lead with the decision the manager needs to make, then the cause, then the
options, then the next step. Avoid accounting jargon.

Example answer

“I would start with the bottom line and the decision that is needed, not the accounting treatment. For
example: this package is forecast to finish above its budget because of a change in site conditions,
and we need to decide whether to absorb it within the project contingency or raise a variation. Then |
would explain the cause in plain terms, using quantities or time rather than debits and credits. | would
show the trend, so they can see it is not a one-month blip, and | would set out the options with the
cost and schedule consequence of each. Finally | would agree what happens next: who updates the
forecast, what evidence is needed, and when we will review it again. | would follow up in writing so the
conversation is captured in the project record.”



