
Social Worker interview questions
careertips.com.au: common questions and what they're really testing

What to expect
Social work interviews test judgment under pressure as much as technical knowledge. Panels usually
include a team leader or manager and sometimes an HR representative, and expect candidates to
reason through ethical dilemmas, not just recite policy. Expect a mix of past-experience questions and
live scenarios.

• Behavioural: Past-experience questions asking you to describe how you handled a real casework
situation, usually assessed with STAR.

• Scenario or judgment: Hypothetical situations, often involving risk or safety, testing how you would
respond in the moment.

• Process: Questions asking you to walk through how you actually carry out core tasks like
assessment or care planning.

• Ethics and values: Questions probing how you balance client advocacy against statutory
obligations and agency policy.

• Self-care and sustainability: Questions about how you manage the emotional load of the work
over time.

Interviews typically open with background and motivation questions, move into behavioural and
scenario questions that form the bulk of the assessment, and close with questions about legislative
knowledge, supervision needs and your approach to self-care. Some agencies include a written case
study or scenario exercise before or after the panel interview.

1. Tell me about a time you had to manage a high-risk case with limited
information.
Why they ask
This tests risk assessment skill and judgment when the full picture isn't available, which is common in
statutory and crisis work.

How to structure your answer
Use STAR: describe the situation and what made it high-risk, the specific action you took to gather
information and manage risk, and the outcome for the client.

Example answer

“I was allocated a case where a client's neighbour had raised concerns about young children in the
household but the family had no prior contact with services. I arranged a home visit within the
timeframe required by our risk framework, spoke with the parent and observed the children directly
rather than relying only on the third-party report. I documented what I saw against our risk
assessment tool, identified that the concerns were partly substantiated, and put a support plan in
place with regular follow-up rather than escalating to removal. The family engaged with the plan and
the case was stepped down after a few months of consistent contact.”

2. Walk me through how you would conduct an initial assessment for a new
client referred to your service.
Why they ask
Assessment is a core, recurring task in this role, and the interviewer wants to know your actual working
method, not just theory.

How to structure your answer



Give a step-by-step walkthrough in the order you would do it, from receiving the referral to writing up the
assessment.

Example answer

“I'd start by reading the referral and any existing file notes before contact, so I'm not asking the client
to repeat information unnecessarily. In the first meeting I'd explain my role and confidentiality limits
clearly, then work through the client's circumstances, risks and strengths using our standard
assessment framework rather than a rigid script. I'd pay attention to what the client identifies as their
own priorities, not just the referral reason. Afterwards I'd write up the assessment promptly, flag any
immediate risks to my supervisor, and use the findings to draft an initial care plan for the client to
review.”

3. A client discloses during a home visit that they are considering harming
themselves. What do you do?
Why they ask
This checks whether you can act decisively on safety while still maintaining the client relationship, a
judgment call this role requires regularly.

How to structure your answer
Talk through immediate in-the-moment actions first, then what you'd do afterward, showing you
understand both the urgency and the follow-up obligations.

Example answer

“In the moment, I'd stay with the client and ask directly about their level of risk and whether they have
a plan or means, rather than avoiding the topic. Depending on their answers, I'd either arrange for
immediate crisis mental health support or emergency services if the risk is acute, or agree on a safety
plan and same-day follow-up if it isn't. I wouldn't leave the visit without a clear next step in place.
Afterward, I'd notify my supervisor, document the disclosure and my response in detail, and make
sure the client's care plan reflects the new risk information.”

4. How do you balance advocating for a client with the statutory
requirements of the agency you work for?
Why they ask
Social workers regularly sit between client interests and organisational or legal obligations, and
interviewers want to see you can hold both without avoiding the tension.

How to structure your answer
Explain your general reasoning approach, then ground it with a specific example where the two were in
tension.

Example answer

“I see my statutory obligations as the floor, not the whole job. I follow reporting and compliance
requirements without exception, but within that I look for where I can still advocate, for example by
making sure a client's voice is represented in case notes and reviews even when the outcome isn't
what they wanted. In one case a client didn't meet eligibility criteria for a housing program, so rather
than just closing the referral I helped them prepare a stronger application and connected them with an
advocacy service that could push the appeal, while being upfront with the client about what I could
and couldn't influence.”

5. Describe a time you coordinated a case across multiple agencies where
communication broke down.
Why they ask
Referral and service coordination across health, education and welfare agencies is a core task, and
things going wrong is common, so interviewers want to see how you recover.



How to structure your answer
Use STAR, with particular focus on the specific action you took to fix the communication problem.

Example answer

“I was coordinating support for a family involved with a school, a mental health service and housing
assistance, and updates weren't being shared between agencies, so the family was giving the same
information repeatedly and support was overlapping. I organised a case conference, with the family's
consent, to get everyone on the same page and agreed on a single point of contact for updates going
forward. I followed up in writing after the meeting to confirm responsibilities, which meant the family
had one clear plan instead of three separate ones.”

6. How do you manage the emotional demands of this work over the long
term?
Why they ask
Burnout is a known risk in this field, and agencies want evidence you have a realistic, sustainable
approach rather than an idealised one.

How to structure your answer
Give a reflective, honest personal answer rather than a rehearsed statement, naming specific strategies
you actually use.

Example answer

“I use regular supervision properly, not just as a box to tick, and I'll raise a difficult case even if I think
I've handled it fine, because talking it through often surfaces something I've missed. I also keep firm
boundaries around after-hours contact where the role allows it, and I've learned to recognise my own
early signs of being stretched too thin, like getting short with colleagues, so I can address it before it
affects clients.”


