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What If... Standards Were Left to Chance?
At first, nothing would look unusual.... 
 
The footpath would still be there. 
The building would still open. 
The product would still sit on the shelf. 
The professional would still sound qualified. 
The emergency plan would still look complete. 
 
People would still go about their day. 
 
A parent would push a pram down the street. 
A child would ride beside them. 
A family would move into a new home. 
A customer would trust the label. 
A client would rely on advice that sounded confident. 
 
From the outside, life would continue. 
 
But underneath, something important would have disappeared. 
 
There would be no shared agreement about what safe means. 
No common understanding of what fit for purpose means. 
No accepted benchmark for competence. 
No reliable way to know whether something had been tested, checked, 
maintained, designed, installed, or delivered to a standard others could 
trust. 
 
Everything would still look normal.

Until it didn’t. 
 
The footpath would crack sooner than expected.
 
The ramp would be too steep for the person who needed it.
 
The building product would fail in weather it was never properly tested 
for.
 
The advice would sound confident but be wrong. 
The training would be too light.
 
The emergency system would not connect when it mattered. 
 
This is the danger when standards are left to chance. 
 
Standards are invisible when they work. 
 

They only become visible 
when they fail.
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What If... The footpath that looked safe?

But now imagine that footpath was left to 
chance. 
 
No shared expectation for the concrete 
mix. 
No agreed thickness. 
No proper attention to drainage. 
No consistent width. 
No safe slope. 
No reliable kerb cut. 
No clear surface requirement. 
No thought given to who might need to 
use it. 
 
At first, it still looks like a footpath. 

Then the cracks begin. 
 
A corner crumbles after heavy rain. 
A pram wheel catches on a raised edge. 
A child on a scooter swerves too close to 
the road. 
Two people cannot pass without one 
stepping onto the grass, or worse, toward 
traffic. 
The person using a walking frame avoids 
that street altogether. 
The wheelchair user has to turn back. 
The parent lifts the pram over a broken 
section and hopes the baby stays asleep. 
 
No one meant to create danger. 
 
Someone simply poured concrete and 
called it enough. 
 
That is what happens when standards 
disappear. 
 
The risk does not arrive as one dramatic 
failure. It arrives in small moments where 
ordinary people quietly lose safety, 
access, confidence, and choice. 
 

A footpath is not just a path. 
It is a public promise. 
 
It says people should be able to move 
through their community safely. It says 
a child should not have to edge toward 
traffic. It says an older person should not 
have to stay home because the route is 
too uneven. It says accessibility is not an 
afterthought. 
 
A footpath is only ordinary because 
someone decided what safe should look 
like.
 
That is why standards matter.

A footpath is only ordinary 
because someone decided 
what safe should look like.

Imagine a footpath in a New Zealand 
town. 
 
Nothing special. Just a strip of concrete 
running beside the road. 
 
People use it without thinking. 
 
A parent pushes a pram toward the shops. 
A child rides a scooter beside them. 
Two school students walk side by side. 
An older person uses a walking frame. 
Someone in a wheelchair moves carefully 
toward the crossing. 
A worker carries tools back to the ute. 
A dog walker steps aside to let someone 
pass. 
 
The footpath is so ordinary that no one 
notices it. 
 
That is the point. 
 
When standards work, daily life feels 
normal. 
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The professional you 
trusted...
Now imagine you need help from a professional. 
 
 
It might be an accountant, an engineer, an adviser, a planner, 
a mediator, a consultant, a trainer, a health professional, a 
property specialist, or someone providing advice that will 
shape an important decision. 
 
You find a website. 
 
It looks professional. 
The language sounds confident. 
The testimonials are reassuring. 
The person appears experienced. 
The title beside their name sounds impressive. 
 
So you trust them. 
 
Most of the time, that is what people do. They trust that a 
professional title means something. They trust that training 
has taken place. They trust that competence has been tested. 
They trust that ethical expectations exist. They trust that, if 
something goes wrong, there is a process, a standard, or a 
body of practice sitting behind the person they have chosen. 
 
But imagine if none of that was certain. 

Imagine if every professional was left to define competence 
for themselves. 
 

One person keeps learning. Another has not updated their 
knowledge in years.
 
One follows a clear code of ethics. Another treats ethics as a 
matter of personal opinion.
 
One knows the limits of their expertise. Another keeps taking 
work they are not qualified to do.
 
One gives careful advice. Another gives confident advice. 

And to the public, both look the same. 
 
That is where the danger begins. 
 
Because without standards, trust becomes a guessing game. 
 
A client may not know the advice is weak until the cost has 
already arrived. 
A homeowner may not know the design was poor until the 
building fails. 
A business owner may not know the guidance was wrong until the 
decision cannot easily be undone. 
A board may not know the advice was incomplete until the risk is 
already sitting on the table. 
 
The professional may sound confident. 
 
The document may look polished. 
 
The invoice may look official. 
 
But without shared standards of competence, conduct, ethics, 
and ongoing learning, the public is left to judge quality from the 
outside. 
 
And that is not enough. 
 

Without standards, 
trust is reduced to 
whoever sounds 
most convincing....
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Good standards protect more than reputations. They 
protect trust. 
 
They help people know what good practice looks like. 
They help professionals understand what is expected of 
them. They give sectors a way to lift capability, challenge 
poor behaviour, support ongoing learning, and maintain 
confidence in the work being done. 
 
Associations play a critical role here. 
 
They help define what professionalism means in practice. 
They support codes of conduct, continuing professional 
development, accreditation, certification, complaints 
processes, guidance, peer learning, and shared 
expectations. They help a sector say, “This is what good 
looks like, and this is what the public should be able to 
expect.” 
 
Without that, the loudest, most confident, or best-marketed 
professional can appear just as credible as the most 
capable one. 
 
That is the dystopian risk. 
 
Not that no one claims to be professional. 
 
Everyone does. 
 
The risk is that the public has no reliable way to know what 
sits behind the claim. 
 

Without standards, trust is reduced to 
whoever sounds most convincing.

The emergency where 
nothing fitted together
Now imagine a crisis. 
 
A flood cuts off a small town. 
A storm damages roads and power lines. 
A fire spreads faster than expected. 
A cyber incident shuts down key systems. 
A public health issue requires a coordinated response. 
A community needs help quickly. 
 
People respond. 
 
They always do. 
 
Staff turn up. Volunteers arrive. Contractors are called. Agencies 
activate plans. Phones start ringing. Vehicles move. Messages are 
sent. 

People want to help. 
 
From the outside, it looks like action. 
 
But underneath, something is wrong. 
 
The systems do not speak to each other. 
The data is held in different formats. 
The forms do not match. 
The equipment is not compatible. 
The maps are out of date. 
The radio channels are unclear. 
The responsibilities overlap. 
The training has varied from one organisation to another. 
The words being used mean different things to different people. 
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Everyone is trying. 
 
But nothing quite fits. 
 
One team thinks another has the information. 
One organisation assumes someone else has checked the risk. 
One supplier arrives with equipment that cannot be used. 
One community group has people ready to help but no clear 
way to plug into the response. 
One decision is delayed because no one is sure whose 
standard applies. 
 
In normal times, inconsistency is frustrating. 
 
In a crisis, it can become dangerous. 
 
This is when standards stop being abstract. 
 
They become the difference between speed and confusion. 
Between coordination and duplication. 
Between safe help and well-meaning risk. 
Between a system that bends under pressure and one that 
breaks. 
 
No one wants to discover during an emergency that everyone 
has built their own process. 
 
No one wants to find out, when time matters most, that the 
training was inconsistent, the terminology was unclear, the 
equipment was incompatible, or the information could not be 
shared. 
 
A crisis is the worst time to learn that the basics were left to 
chance. 
 
That is why standards matter before the emergency happens. 
 
Standards create common ground. They help different people, 
organisations, professions, suppliers, volunteers, and agencies 
work together when the pressure is high and the margin for 
error is small. 
 

They do not remove the crisis. 
 
But they make coordination possible. 
 
And again, associations have a role. 
 
They bring people together before things go wrong. They help 
sectors agree on good practice. They support training, guidance, 
shared language, professional expectations, and practical 
preparation. They help people learn from previous events so the 
same weaknesses are not repeated in the next one. 
 
Without associations, each organisation may prepare in isolation. 
 
Each may have its own plan. 
Its own language. 
Its own forms. 
Its own systems. 
Its own assumptions. 
 
And then, when the crisis arrives, everyone discovers too late that 
effort is not the same as coordination. 
 

A crisis is the worst time to discover that everyone 
built their own system. 
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What standards protect
A New Zealand where standards were left to chance would 
not look broken at first.

The footpaths would still be poured.
The buildings would still open.
The professionals would still advertise.
The products would still be sold.
The workplaces would still operate.
The emergency plans would still sit on shelves.

Daily life would continue.

Parents would still push prams.
Children would still ride bikes.
Families would still trust homes.
Businesses would still seek advice.
Communities would still expect help when things went 
wrong.

But slowly, confidence would begin to crack.

People would not always know what was safe.
They would not always know who was competent.
They would not always know what had been tested.
They would not always know what “good enough” really 
meant.
They would not always know who to trust.

That is the danger when standards are left to chance.

Standards are not just technical documents, checklists, or 
rules sitting quietly in the background.

They are a public promise.

They help define what safe means.
What competent means.
What ethical means.
What fit for purpose means.
What good practice means.

What the public should reasonably be able to expect.

And associations are often central to that promise.

Associations bring people together to define, maintain, challenge, 
and improve standards. They turn individual expertise into 
shared expectations. They support professional development, 
accreditation, certification, codes of conduct, guidance, 
benchmarking, and accountability.

They help sectors lift the floor and raise the bar.

They help the public trust that the footpath has been designed for 
people, not just poured as concrete.

They help clients trust that professional advice is backed by 
competence, ethics, and ongoing learning.

They help communities trust that, when emergencies happen, 
people are not trying to build coordination from scratch.

Standards do not remove every risk.

But they reduce the chance that people are left to discover the 
risk only after something has failed.

That is why associations matter.

Associations 
are part of  
the invisible 
infrastructure New 
Zealand depends 
on — noticed most 
when they are 
missing.
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Across this What If… series, we have looked at what New Zealand would lose if associations were no longer here.

Without associations, we would lose more than events, newsletters, committees, 
or conferences.

We would lose organised collective voice.
We would lose shared learning.
We would lose sector memory.
We would lose practical guidance.
We would lose trusted networks.
We would lose pathways for leadership and professional development.
We would lose some of the quiet structures that help people, organisations, 
industries, professions, and communities work better together.

Associations are easy to overlook because much of their value sits beneath the 
surface.

They are there before the crisis.
Before the dispute.
Before the poor decision.
Before the repeated mistake.
Before the public loses confidence.

They help people work together before things fall apart.

That is the thread running through all four articles.

Associations help sectors organise themselves.
They help government hear more than the loudest voices.
They help organisations avoid starting from zero.
They help define and protect the standards people rely on every day.

A country without associations would not be empty.

It would still have businesses, professions, communities, boards, leaders, and 
organisations trying to do good work.

But too many would be doing it alone.

With less voice.
Less guidance.
Less memory.
Less trust.
Less confidence.

That is why associations matter.

They are part of the invisible infrastructure New Zealand depends on.

And like all good infrastructure, we notice it most when it is missing.

Associations are part of  the invisible infrastructure New Zealand 
depends on - noticed most when they are missing
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If  you work in an association, you are part 
of  the quiet infrastructure that helps people 
know what good looks like. 
 
You are not just supporting members. You are helping sectors build trust, 
strengthen capability, protect standards, and give people confidence in the 
organisations, professions, industries, and communities they rely on.

This is the fourth and final article in NZSAE’s What If... series, which has asked a simple but important 

question: what would New Zealand lose if associations were no longer here? 

 

In this article, we looked at what happens when standards are left to chance — when safety, 

competence, ethics, quality, and good practice are no longer supported by shared expectations. 

 

Across the series, we have explored the role associations play in strengthening New Zealand: giving 

sectors a collective voice, helping government hear beyond the loudest voices, preserving shared 

learning, supporting organisations to avoid starting from zero, and helping define the standards people 

rely on every day. 

 

Associations are often most visible through their events, newsletters, committees, training, and 

member services. 

But their deeper value sits beneath the surface. 

 

They help people work together before things fall apart. 

They help sectors organise knowledge before it is lost. 

They help organisations learn before mistakes are repeated. 

They help standards hold before trust begins to crack. 

 

That is why associations matter.

The series:
What If Associations Didn’t Exist? 

What If Government Only Heard the Loudest Voices? 

What If Every Organisation Had to Start Again? 

What If Standards Were Left to Chance? 
 
About NZSAE 
NZSAE is a membership organisation for the people who lead, manage, and 
strengthen New Zealand’s associations, membership bodies, professional 
organisations, and sector groups. 
 
Strengthening associations in New Zealand. 
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