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WHAT THIS SEAT IS
Prices work before it exists: takeoff, subcontractor and vendor solicitation, scope levelling, general conditions, risk and markup. The estimator decides which jobs the company wins and, in practice, which ones it should have lost.
HOW TO USE THIS
Ask the questions as written. They are technical rather than behavioural because a commercial trades hire fails on what the person can do, not on how they describe themselves, and because a question about a real piece of equipment cannot be answered from an interview-prep article.
Score against what a strong answer contains, which is printed under every question, rather than against how fluently the candidate speaks. That line is the difference between a scorecard and a feeling. Where a follow-up is given, ask it: it is chosen to separate someone who has done the work from someone who has read about it.
Write what the candidate actually said in the Said box, not your impression of it. You will be comparing notes with someone who was not in the room, and an impression does not survive that conversation.
RATING SCALE
	
	What it means

	1
	No evidence in the interview

	2
	Some evidence, not enough for the seat

	3
	Clear evidence, meets the seat

	4
	Strong evidence, beyond the seat


THE MISTAKE THIS SEAT INVITES
	Screening on software fluency. Takeoff tools are learnable in weeks; judgement about scope gaps and subcontractor coverage is not.


TECHNICAL QUESTIONS (16)
	Q1
	Two subcontractor quotes are 30% apart. How do you level them?

	Strong
	Assumes a scope difference before assuming a price difference, and goes looking for it: what each quote includes and excludes, the drawing revision each was priced from, whether the low one carried the same material, the same labour classification, taxes, freight, crane time, hoisting, protection and warranty. Calls both subs and asks directly rather than guessing. Knows that the low number with a missing exclusion becomes their problem in month four, and that the high one is sometimes the only complete bid.

	Then
	Tell me about a time you carried the low number and the gap turned out to be scope.

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q2
	Which jobs do you recommend not bidding, and on what basis?

	Strong
	Can name actual categories rather than saying they bid everything: owners or general contractors with a payment history, delivery methods their company is not set up for, scopes outside their crews' experience, schedules that only work if nothing goes wrong, onerous terms such as unlimited liquidated damages or no-damages-for-delay clauses, and bid lists long enough that the margin is already gone. Says they have talked the company out of a job and what it would have cost.

	Then
	What is the last job you argued against bidding, and did you win the argument?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q3
	Tell me about an estimate that lost money. What did you miss?

	Strong
	Owns a specific miss rather than blaming the field or the market, and can say what in their process let it through: a scope gap between trades, a production rate from a different kind of job, access or phasing they did not price, an escalation they did not carry, a quantity error in a repetitive element. More importantly, says what changed in the process afterwards - a checklist item, a review step, a rate updated. An estimator who has never lost money has not estimated much.

	Then
	What is on your checklist now because of that job?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q4
	Walk me through a takeoff on a design-build job with incomplete drawings.

	Strong
	Prices what is drawn, then prices the gaps explicitly as assumptions, allowances or clarifications listed in the proposal rather than buried in the number. Builds the estimate from systems and parametric history rather than from counts that do not exist yet, uses comparable completed jobs for the unknown parts, and states the design basis they priced to so a later change is identifiable as a change. Says who in the design team they talked to before pricing.

	Then
	How do you word an assumption so it actually protects you later?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q5
	How do you carry risk in a bid without pricing yourself out of it?

	Strong
	Separates the kinds of risk and treats them differently: priced contingency for quantity and design maturity, escalation for time, and a conscious decision to decline or qualify the risks that cannot be priced at all. Puts the risk where it is cheapest to carry - an allowance, a unit rate, an exclusion, a clarification - rather than adding a blanket percentage to everything. Can explain to management what the contingency is for and what would release it.

	Then
	What risk have you priced that you should have excluded instead?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q6
	How do you decide what to carry as an allowance rather than a hard number?

	Strong
	Uses an allowance when the scope is genuinely undefined and the owner accepts the mechanism, not as a way to avoid doing the takeoff. Defines what the allowance covers and what it excludes in the proposal, states how it reconciles, and makes sure labour to install the allowance item is either inside it or priced separately rather than forgotten - which is the usual failure. Knows that an unreconciled allowance becomes an argument at closeout.

	Then
	Who installs the work inside your allowances, and is that labour in the allowance or in your base?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q7
	Where do your production rates come from, and how do you keep them current?

	Strong
	From their own completed jobs, coded by scope and conditions, not from a published book used unadjusted. Says how they adjust for the things that actually move a rate: height, access, repetition, crew size, shift work, occupied buildings, winter. Reviews rates against actuals on a cycle rather than when something goes wrong, and knows which of their rates they trust and which they do not. The honest answer includes which scopes they still guess at.

	Then
	Which of your production rates do you trust least, and why?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q8
	What do you hand the project manager at turnover, and why that?

	Strong
	Hands over the thinking, not only the number: the estimate with its assumptions and clarifications, the quotes carried and who was not used, the scope sheets, the contingency and what it was for, the escalation carried, the schedule the bid assumed, and the risks they consciously accepted. Sits down and walks it rather than emailing a file. Says that a project manager who does not know what was assumed will give away a change order in the first month.

	Then
	What is the one thing project managers most often miss from your turnover?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q9
	How do you handle a bid day where a key sub quote arrives ten minutes before close?

	Strong
	Has already carried a number for that scope so they are never dependent on an arrival, and compares the late quote against the carried number and against the other bidders rather than simply swapping it in. Checks the exclusions first, because that is where a late low quote hides. Has a rule for when it is too late to accept a change, and the discipline to use the carried number. Says who makes that call - them or the chief estimator - and that it is decided before bid day.

	Then
	Walk me through a bid day where the late number was wrong and you took it.

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q10
	What is your approach to scope gaps between trades?

	Strong
	Assigns every gap to somebody on purpose using scope sheets written before quotes go out, rather than discovering gaps when two subs each say it is the other's. Knows their own trade's usual gaps - backing, blocking, access panels, firestopping, final connections, cutting and patching, hoisting, temporary power - and prices them somewhere visible. Carries the gaps they could not resolve as a line rather than hoping. The answer to listen for is a named list, not a principle.

	Then
	Name three gaps on your scope that nobody wants to own.

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q11
	How do you price general conditions on a long-duration job?

	Strong
	Prices them against the actual duration and staffing curve rather than as a percentage of the contract: supervision by month, trailers, utilities, dumpsters, temporary protection, safety, small tools, winter conditions if the schedule crosses it, and the cost of staying after substantial completion. Shows the monthly burn so a time extension can be priced from it later. Says what they do when the schedule in the bid documents is not believable.

	Then
	What is your monthly general conditions burn used for after award?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q12
	What is your process for a value engineering request?

	Strong
	Prices the alternative properly, including what it does to other trades, the schedule, lead times and the warranty, rather than returning a material saving in isolation. Says plainly where a proposed saving will cost more than it saves and names the ones that are really scope reductions rather than value engineering. Documents what the owner accepted and what the drawings must now show, because unrecorded value engineering reappears as an argument at commissioning.

	Then
	Tell me about a value engineering idea you talked the owner out of.

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q13
	How do you handle escalation on a job that starts a year after bid?

	Strong
	Carries escalation explicitly by category - the volatile materials, labour agreements with known increases, fuel and freight - rather than as a single uplift, and states the pricing validity period and the basis in the proposal. Gets firm quotes with held pricing where they can and says what it costs to hold them. Proposes a mechanism for the things nobody can forecast: an index-based adjustment or an owner-held allowance. Knows that a bid with no escalation position is a bet.

	Then
	What is the longest gap between your bid and the start, and what happened to the price?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q14
	What do you do when the drawings and specifications contradict each other?

	Strong
	Asks the question in writing during bidding rather than choosing silently, because the choice they make quietly becomes their cost later. Knows the order of precedence the bid documents set out and prices accordingly if there is no time for an answer, then states the interpretation they priced to as a clarification. Prices the more expensive reading when the conflict cannot be resolved and says so. The wrong answer is picking the cheaper one and hoping.

	Then
	What was the last conflict you raised during bidding, and what did the answer change?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q15
	How do you build and check a bid before it goes out - who reviews it, and against what?

	Strong
	Has a check that is not themselves: a second estimator, the operations lead who will build it, or a formal review against metrics from comparable completed jobs. Checks the quantities against a rough parametric benchmark to catch an order-of-magnitude error, confirms every scope has a number and every sub quote has been levelled, reconciles to the previous version to see what moved, and reads the proposal's exclusions out loud. Says what their last catch was.

	Then
	What did your bid review catch most recently?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q16
	How do you feed actual costs back into your estimating database?

	Strong
	Treats it as part of the job rather than an intention: cost codes set up at buyout so actuals come back in the same structure the estimate was built in, a post-job review with the project manager and superintendent while they still remember, and rates updated with the conditions recorded alongside them. Says what they do about the jobs that go badly, since those are the ones nobody wants to review and the ones with the most to learn.

	Then
	When did you last sit down with a superintendent after a job, and what did you change?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



STRONG-CANDIDATE SIGNALS
Rate these from the whole conversation and the resume rather than from one answer.
	Signal
	Evidence
	Score

	Scope levelling described as the core skill rather than takeoff speed
	
	1 [ ]  2 [ ]  3 [ ]  4 [ ]

	Has a view on which jobs to no-bid and why
	
	1 [ ]  2 [ ]  3 [ ]  4 [ ]

	Can describe a job they priced that went badly and what they got wrong
	
	1 [ ]  2 [ ]  3 [ ]  4 [ ]


VERIFY BEFORE AN OFFER
Not after. A credential taken on trust at offer is the most expensive thing on this page.
	Credential
	Status
	Verify with
	Done

	Valid driver's license
	Required
	State motor vehicle record check
	[    ]

	OSHA 30-hour Construction
	Preferred
	Card number and training provider
	[    ]

	Certified Professional Estimator (ASPE)
	Preferred
	ASPE member verification
	[    ]

	Degree in construction management or engineering
	Preferred
	Transcript or registrar verification
	[    ]

	Current or prior trade license
	Preferred
	Issuing state licensing board
	[    ]


DECISION
	Total score
	          out of 76



	[    ]
	Hire. The evidence is on the page.

	[    ]
	Hire with reservations. Name them, and name what would close them in the first ninety days.

	[    ]
	Do not hire.



	Reason
	





	Interviewer
	Date
	Hiring manager
	Date

	
	
	
	


Two notes on reading the total. There is no pass mark here: where the line sits depends on the market you are hiring in and how long the seat has been open, and a threshold we invented would be worse than the judgement you already have. But a 1 on any question that matters for the seat is usually a no whatever the total says, because the total can hide it.
