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J A N  B E E K

Travelling multi‐level marketing 
schemes and whispers of fraud in Kenya

While the transnational flows of goods, people and ideas have been increasing in the last decades, many people 
in Africa feel excluded from the possibilities that these connections bring. In Nairobi, some multi‐level mar-
keting schemes are offering everyone the chance to partake in new forms of wealth creation, and hundreds of 
thousands of Kenyans have joined them. Such schemes have been travelling rapidly worldwide and seem to 
successfully circulate neoliberal rationalities and fantasies. Based on fieldwork in Kenya, the paper explores 
these multi‐level marketing schemes as travelling models, which need to be translated into local contexts. 
These schemes do not conform to conventional definitions of fraud but bring suspicions of it to the fore, 
doubts that haunt their glamorous marketing presentations. Such whispers imply the re‐emergence of notions 
of morality that are very much the opposite of the ideas that the schemes bring with them. Studying such 
schemes allows us to explore how actors convey, desperately want to partake in, and believe in capitalist ratio-
nalities and imaginaries. The suspicions of fraud also suggest a certain disillusionment with these rationalities, 
making apparent that they have become a matter of belief.

Key words   fraud, Kenya, transnational, MLM, capitalism

I n t r o d u c t i o n

The presentation took place in ‘The 680 Hotel’ in Nairobi’s Central Business 
District. ‘Alliance in Motion’, a multi‐level marketing company from the Philippines, 
had rented a whole floor. Logos of the company and posters about their nutritional 
products covered the walls, TV screens showed their advertisements in an infinite loop. 
The rooms were full of people, the atmosphere was excited. About 30 people, me 
included, took their seats in the main hall, though more and more people arrived, and 
we were roughly 100 in the end. The audience was heterogeneous: A young man in 
worn jeans; a 30‐year‐old woman in business attire; another woman wearing a niqab, 
who opened her veil during the presentation. The presentation was professionally 
organised, with one member of staff controlling the PowerPoint presentation and 
playing jingles. A very loud, huge speaker was directed at us. The presenter, a young 
woman called Elizabeth in a smart outfit, taught us their ‘special clap’, their chants and 
told us to shake our neighbour’s hand.1 She taught us to shout ‘woo’ every time they 
promised us ‘one, two, or many millions’, and to clap and stomp with our feet at the 
same time. The noise, the narrow space, the chants and the overwhelming bombard-
ment with information made it a powerful experience. However, not everyone was 
totally taken in, and some audience members looked reluctant and murmured among 
each other. Elizabeth smiled broadly and talked very frantically: ‘Our business is about 
excitement’, she shouted. She claimed that Alliance is the top, direct selling company in 

1  Names have been changed.
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the world. She promised us ‘health and wealth creation’, and to ‘turn ordinary people 
into extraordinary millionaires’. (Nairobi, 2016, revised field notes)

Alliance in Motion is one of many multi‐level marketing schemes, also known as 
MLMs or network marketing companies, that have hundreds of thousands of members 
in Kenya and millions all over Africa. Multi‐level marketing schemes are legally oper-
ating, transnational companies, some of which earn billions in revenue. While the first 
ones to arrive in Kenya originated in the USA, most of the current schemes came from 
Asian countries. The most remarkable aspect of these schemes is the ease and speed 
with which they spread to and inside Kenya. Alliance had officially arrived in country 
in March 2016, just half a year earlier. At the time of the presentation, they had already 
recruited 5,000 members, who all had paid a minimum 2,000 Kenya shillings (approx. 
200 EUR) to join.2

Many people criticise multi‐level marketing companies for their exploitative, cult‐
like and fraudulent business strategies. However, these schemes do not conform to the 
widespread understanding of fraud, which is largely defined as deliberate deception 
to secure unfair or unlawful gain (Harrington 2012: 395). The practices in multi‐level 
marketing companies do not conform to any part of this statement. The presenter of 
Alliance in Motion does not necessarily act ‘deliberately’, because Elizabeth, as I later 
learnt, is convinced that their business model is not fraudulent. Whether her statements 
are a ‘deception’ – a false or incomplete statement of facts – is difficult to ascertain. The 
legality of multi‐level marketing companies is ambiguous; in Kenya, none of them has 
ever been criminally prosecuted, and in most countries they are deemed legal. Above 
all, the definition implies a distinction between perpetrator and victim, while in multi‐
level marketing everyone who pays the entry fee immediately tries to recruit more peo-
ple. This is in line with the understanding of this special section that practices are not 
fraudulent per se and that fraudsters are created by labelling certain individuals as such. 
Writing about multi‐level marketing in South Africa, Krige (2012: 71) argues that state 
organisations and the media only produce ‘fraudsters’ and ‘victims’ after a scheme has 
collapsed. Consequently, attempting to determine whether multi‐level marketing may 
be fraudulent is not analytically fruitful. Nevertheless, participants in these presenta-
tions were conscious of exactly these questions. Always present was an underlying 
suspicion that the scheme might be fraudulent. During the presentation, this suspicion 
of fraud was hinted at, in suggestions or whispers. Doubts haunt all these events, sug-
gesting a re‐emergence of certain notions of morality in the moment of their outward 
dismissal.

Multi‐level marketing schemes travel globally in the form of PowerPoint presenta-
tions, material products and imaginaries. As such, they are what Behrends et al. (2014) 
call ‘travelling models’, objectified in these artefacts but also in need of translation 
and adaption on site. This paper understands multi‐level marketing schemes as trav-
elling models that actors carry around the world (see Beek and Göpfert 2015). After 
explaining the basic workings and the history of multi‐level marketing, the paper asks 
two questions: How do actors adapt – or translate – these schemes when they convey 
them? And what role do suspicions of fraud play in these translation processes? The 
paper studies the presentation – the main practice under which these schemes travel. 

2  Exact figures of membership and geographical distribution are difficult to obtain, because these com-
panies inflate their numbers for marketing purposes.
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Presentations are complex performances, drawing on religious ceremonies, promising 
wealth, preaching business rationalities and offering self‐development. They draw on 
imaginaries of wealth creation, in other words, collective fantasies in capitalist societ-
ies. This paper explores the spread of multi‐level marketing companies to and inside 
of Kenya as translation processes haunted by suspicions of fraud, contributing to the 
literature on transnational capitalism and the emerging anthropology of fraud.

In the 2000s, anthropologists suggested that pyramid, Ponzi and multi‐level mar-
keting schemes are akin to the expanding global financial market, circulating neoliberal 
ideology worldwide. For Jean and John Comaroff (2000: 310), pyramid and other fraud 
schemes are part of ‘occult economies’, in which wealth is conjured up by magical and 
unexplainable means; they and others see such business models as mere examples of 
neoliberal economies at large, in which markets have become autonomous from pro-
duction and the regulatory power of the nation state (Comaroff and Comaroff 2000: 
300–2; see also Smith 2008: 42). Cahn, working on multi‐level marketing schemes in 
Mexico, argues that these schemes are a popular form by which actors internalise neo-
liberalism, desperately clinging to consumption after having lost their salaried jobs 
(2008: 430, 440; see also Wilson 2016: 401–2). These texts unmask transnational fraud 
as a version of neoliberal capitalism that explicitly reveals its contradictory underpin-
nings. Krige (2012: 70, 75) understands the growth of multi‐level marketing schemes 
in South Africa similarly, but describes it less normatively, as part of a larger process of 
incorporating African populations into the financial system and spreading associated 
practices of risk taking. Each of these scholars has a slightly different take on why such 
schemes are attractive and what social change they symbolise, but they all see these 
schemes as an example of neoliberalism run amok.

However, with the disenchantment of neoliberal promises that the financial crisis 
of 2008 has brought about, the criticism that the financial sector is decoupled from 
regular economic activities and does not provide sustainable economic relationships 
has become commonplace. All the while, pyramid, Ponzi and multi‐level market-
ing schemes are more prevalent than ever, their differences become more and more 
blurred, and they increasingly target people in the Global South. Instead of norma-
tively categorising them as neoliberal, fraudulent or new, I understand multi‐level mar-
keting companies as merely a particular form of transnational, economic interaction in 
capitalist societies. My approach thereby draws attention to those studies of capitalist 
ideologies and practices that highlight the place of doubt, mistrust and accusatory prac-
tices in these belief systems (see Pelkmans 2013; Mühlfried 2018). I explore how actors 
deal with and perceive these schemes, and what specific practices and ideas are con-
veyed. As multi‐level marketing schemes are even more ambiguous concerning legality 
and sustainability than pyramid schemes, these schemes lend themselves to chart local 
practices and emic views. I suggest revisiting these multi‐level marketing schemes, so 
as not just to focus on their possibly exploitative structures and seemingly successful 
marketing speeches but to study their everyday travels, their continued appeal and the 
suspicions of fraud with which they are often received. While most authors seem to 
assume that multi‐level marketing schemes successfully circulate neoliberalism, look-
ing at these everyday encounters suggests certain disillusionment with the – rather 
conventional – capitalist rationalities and fantasies that they bring.

The paper is based on fieldwork in Kenya, during which I observed several net-
working marketing companies, became a member of some and interviewed manag-
ers, high‐level distributors and regular members. The fieldwork had some peculiar 
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difficulties. Obtaining access was easy, because distributors were desperately trying to 
recruit new members, but learning about experiences and doubts was challenging. To 
deal with the ethical dilemmas of participating in morally questionable companies, I 
resolved to speak openly about my doubts concerning multi‐level marketing at oppor-
tune times. Surprisingly, these conversations showed me how present similar doubts 
had been in the minds of my interlocutors all along.

M u l t i ‐ l e v e l  m a r k e t i n g  s c h e m e s  i n  Ke n y a  a n d  t h e i r 
t r a v e l s

[As the previously described presentation continued,] Elizabeth began talking 
very fast, using more and more business jargon. She portrayed Alliance as a 
‘direct selling company’, cutting out the ‘parasitic’ wholesalers and retailers that 
take money away from the consumer. She invited us to become distributors, 
directly connecting the manufacturer and the consumer. The audience clapped 
at each revelation.

They had a ‘health preserving concept’: The cells of our body would get damaged 
by acids and free radicals, which come from processed food, pollution, chemi-
cals, a bad lifestyle and medicine. Regular medicine would not work on the cells 
directly but their nutritional supplement ‘C 24/7 Nature Centricals’ would! It 
contains a multitude of fruits, vegetables, Japanese mushrooms, and more, all 
brought together with ‘nano‐technology’. We needed to take them every day, 
Elizabeth told us, to get more energy, relieve headaches and become younger.

Then, another speaker went on stage and asked us to shout ‘woo’ again. ‘I know 
most of you came for the money’, he told us in played confidence. He presented 
their ‘business plan’ in a series of complicated slides. For 20,000 KSH (approx. 
170 EUR) we could become ‘distributors’ and receive the first packet of their 
health products. To get started would be easy: ‘low investment, no risk, flex-
ible time, no experience needed’. By becoming members, we were eligible for 
all kinds of bonuses, money that we could collect from their offices. We would 
obtain bonuses for selling products, for recruiting new members, for these new 
members to recruit others and for anyone in this chain to sell products. To illus-
trate this ‘matching binary system’, a slide showed the schema of a person who 
is connected with two others below him, who are again connected to two, and 
so on. Lastly, they have a ‘leadership bonus system’ with points. In the end, he 
promised us ‘many millions’. Together we chanted the steps for success: ‘Use 
the product! Share the product with others! Share the opportunity with others!’ 
(Nairobi, 2016, revised field notes)

The intricacies of the ‘business plan’ of a multi‐level marketing scheme like Alliance 
is nearly impossible to understand, more so than in any other business. Even the pre-
senters at the event only partially understood it. Nevertheless, the basic business model 
of multi‐level marketing companies is easy to grasp. As soon as members join, they 
recruit new members, therefore spawning seemingly endless chains of members. By 
this, multi‐level marketing schemes try to kick‐start an exponential growth, in practice 
limited by the ability of new members to recruit and by the size of the population 
willing to join. However, multi‐level marketing schemes are different from ordinary 
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pyramid schemes, because they not only generate money by recruitment but also by 
selling products. Pure pyramid schemes, including the Ponzi variant, have no genuine 
source of income and finance themselves only from the money that new members 
bring in. Such schemes go bankrupt as soon as they are unable to expand further, and 
members then lose all their investments. As multi‐level marketing companies generate 
money both from ongoing sales of their products and from entry fees, they do not 
necessarily fail in a short time period but sometimes operate for years or decades. 
However, the line between ‘product‐centred’ multi‐level marketing schemes and pyr-
amid schemes is blurred, and how the line is drawn depends on political and judicial 
processes. Indeed, multi‐level marketing companies historically derived from pyramid 
schemes and have been set up specifically to skirt this line (see Biggart 1993: 46; Koehn 
2001: 155). Trade associations set up by multi‐level marketing companies have quite 
successfully lobbied regulatory bodies in various countries (see Taylor 2011: 42). Due 
to the small amounts and the difficulties of attributing responsibility, state organisa-
tions rarely use the fraud statutes of criminal law.3

While these companies are depicted as a network structure with various levels, I 
distinguish three actor groups to understand their everyday workings: managers, high‐
level distributors and low‐level members. The first group – managers and their staff 
– are not part of the network structure but regular employees with a fixed salary, who 
provide the logistical and financial infrastructure and mostly come from abroad. In 
the case of Alliance in Motion, the local manager was Charissa, a 40‐year‐old Filipina 
in rather drab business attire, supported by several young Filipinos. Their office was 
separated from the rest of the floor by a glass window, and they mainly interacted 
with members to register them in the company, to sell them products and to pay out 
bonuses. Only in rare cases, when members openly promoted competing companies, 
did they act in a disciplinary capacity. Charissa perceived her work as a regular office 
job and did not want to join the scheme proper: ‘I am not a networker as a person … 
and they are paying me enough.’ The senior managers and founders of the company are 
situated in the Philippine headquarters. They design the marketing material, organise 
the production of goods and administer the monetary flows – from which they ben-
efit the most. Occasionally, they come to Kenya to motivate members and supervise 
local management. While managers set up and maintain the whole network, they are 
removed from the distributors’ and members’ agitated activities.

Another actor group are high‐level distributors like Elizabeth. Most of them are 
Kenyan, with a middle‐class background, though a few come from other African coun-
tries. Elizabeth is positioned at the top level of the network structures in Kenya and 
has earned 5 million KSH (approx. EUR 40,000) in two years. The more new recruits 
members directly or indirectly bring in, in the terminology of multi‐level marketing 
companies the more they expand their ‘downline’, the more bonuses members earn. 
Only a small fraction of members can become high‐level distributors, by joining the 
scheme early, by already having many connections due to other jobs and by putting 
in an enormous amount of work. They fashion themselves as extrovert, always busy 
and rich. They also earn additional income by setting up offices of the company in 
other cities and by acting as presenters or trainers. However, the business plans have 

3  In Kenya, even the perpetrators of pyramid schemes are rarely prosecuted. In the mid‐2000s, over 
200 pyramid schemes arrived in Kenya and defrauded more than EUR 70 million. Most court cases 
did not lead anywhere.
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measures in place that will reduce the percentages members receive from the sales of 
their ‘downline’ and reduce bonuses with time. Even high‐level distributors must 
continually recruit new members and sell products door‐to‐door to achieve sufficient 
earnings.

Most members are positioned in the lower levels of the network structure. Nearly 
all of them are Kenyan, with various backgrounds and origins, and there are no joining 
requirements except for the fee and a minimum age. The clear majority of these low‐level 
members never achieve any substantial earnings but lose the money they have paid for 
membership fees and unsold products. The schemes are set up to hook new members by 
giving out small amounts of money in the framework of various bonus systems, using 
reinforcement mechanisms similar to a Skinner box, which are used in slot machines or 
certain online games (see Chóliz 2010). However, all these bonuses only mask the under-
lying economic structures: since the companies’ products are expensive lifestyle items, 
selling them is immensely challenging. Recruiting new members is similarly difficult 
because of the high membership fees. The members of the audience in the presentation 
had been invited and were accompanied by members of Alliance, but only a few of those 
invited ultimately joined the company. At first, new members are often attracted by the 
energetic atmosphere of the headquarters and the feeling of belonging to an up‐and‐com-
ing company. After some months, most members felt ‘a bit cheated’, and over 90 per cent 
of members then largely stop making more purchases and signing new members.

While the presentation of Alliance focused on membership as a business opportu-
nity, the company’s goal is to broaden their consumer base.4 Therefore, Alliance repre-
sentatives, as in all these companies, tell their members repeatedly that consuming their 
product is the first step towards success. The contradiction that members are both new 
consumers and distributors is at the core of all multi‐level marketing schemes (see 
Koehn 2001: 156).

Like development initiatives, political policies and other such plans, multi‐level 
marketing and other schemes may be conceptualised as a travelling model. Following 
Behrends et  al. (2014: 1–2), such models are objectified protocols combined with 
technologies, which are carried and conveyed by mediators and necessarily need to 
be translated and adapted on site (see Latour 1994: 32). While multi‐level market-
ing schemes are certainly different from development schemes in some respects, the 
terminology allows to grasp key aspects they share, objectification and translation. 
Remarkably, actors were constantly engaged in objectifying these models in their own 
words, as high‐level distributors called the business plan a ‘format’, ‘formula’ or ‘sys-
tem’ that needed to be taught.

They even retold the historic travels of this format, but as a success story. Multi‐
level marketing schemes have various points of origin and numerous historical trajec-
tories. Like other transnational finance schemes, their emergence took place alongside 
the global expansion of financial markets. Combining elements from pyramid schemes 
and direct selling companies (like Tupperware), multi‐level marketing companies were 
first created in the 1930s in the USA (Biggart 1993: 46; Wilson 2016: 404–5). They 
gradually became a global mass phenomenon, especially in South America, Africa and 
Eastern Europe. In the 1980s, these companies began to spread to African countries, 
starting mostly in West Africa. The schemes make use of the same regulatory economic 

4  Paradoxically, they justify the need for their health products with the negative environmental and 
social effects of mass consumption.
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infrastructure that mainstream corporations have established in the last decades. For 
instance, multi‐level marketing companies can easily establish new branches because 
requirements have been lowered and regulatory oversight reduced to promote eco-
nomic growth. Moreover, in Africa they still make claims in their marketing material 
concerning health and future income that have become illegal in their countries of ori-
gin. The first multi‐level marketing companies in Kenya, namely GNLD and Forever 
Living, came from the USA in the late 1990s. Both sell health products and had hun-
dreds of thousands of members at their peak.

Since the 2000s, the new multi‐level marketing companies came from Asian countries. 
Tianshi, Qnet, Alliance in Motion, World venture, Edmark and many others originated in 
the Philippines, Malaysia or China.5 Overall, Asian companies largely copied practices 
and structures of American multi‐level marketing companies but changed the protocols 
slightly. Some have chosen a niche product, like so‐called Traditional Chinese Medicine. 
Above all, Asian multi‐level marketing companies have lowered the costs of joining and 
abstain from requiring members to buy a certain number of products every month. Akin 
to the strategy of other Asian companies in Africa, they have successfully reached hun-
dreds of thousands of low‐income actors that American companies had overlooked. 
Multi‐level marketing companies are now ubiquitous in Kenya. A distributor told me that 
her business practice of recruiting strangers in the bus often fails only because these 
strangers are already in another scheme and then try to recruit her in return.

Looking at everyday practices by which multi‐level marketing companies travel, 
we find high‐level distributors who carry this model – in the form of a PowerPoint 
presentation, some promotional material and a box of products – from one country to 
the next. The first presenter, Elizabeth, explained to me later that she had ‘pioneered’ 
Alliance in Kenya in 2015. With some associates and using her own funds, she smug-
gled the products from Uganda, where Alliance already had a branch, to Kenya.6 She 
tells this as an entrepreneurial success story: ‘I did the groundwork. I wanted to pursue 
the business. I was fighting for the business to come here.’ She sold the products and 
taught others the ‘formula’ in her house. As she and her partners had managed to reg-
ister more than 200 people in three months, Alliance in Motion sent a Philippine man-
ager and officially opened a branch in Nairobi, which has since operated legally with 
all necessary permits and certificates.7

The business plan of multi‐level marketing companies heavily incentivises members 
to carry the scheme to new countries and regions, because this allows them to position 
themselves at the top level of the network structure in this country. By starting a branch 
in a new country, they can become the scheme’s high‐level distributors and achieve 
significant monthly earnings. However, multi‐level marketing companies need to make 
sure that new members learn their practices, despite the huge influx of new recruits and 

5  Some companies lie about their origins because Asian products are deemed inferior. ‘BF SUMA’ claims 
to be from the USA, but their acronym, ‘Bright Future from the Superior, Unique Manufacturer of 
America’, and their supply chains from Hong Kong suggest Chinese roots.

6  Importing and selling the products was illegal because Alliance in Motion was not yet a registered 
business in Kenya.

7  Multi‐level marketing companies need a business permit from the city council, a certificate of incor-
poration, a tax certification and an import clearance certificate, like any other company in Kenya. The 
most expensive process is the vetting of their products by the Kenya Bureau of Standards (KEBS).
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rapidly entering new countries. Now, we turn to the practices by which these companies 
preserve their schemes throughout these travels, while still leaving room for alterations.

C o p y i n g  a n d  t r a n s l a t i n g  m u l t i ‐ l e v e l  m a r k e t i n g  s c h e m e s

The presentation by Edmark, a network company from Malaysia, was similar to that 
of Alliance. The presenter used Edmark’s stock PowerPoint presentation but also 
adapted it to the audience:

At Edmark, the audience was slightly smaller. After advertising their health prod-
ucts and explaining the business plan to us, the presenter, a 40‐year‐old woman, 
promised us the possibility of taking part in their elaborate training and mento-
ring programme. She spoke about daily courses on marketing, on products and 
more. ‘You only follow the system’, she told us.

At the end of her presentation, she showed us pictures of the material bonuses 
that we would gain on reaching certain levels of membership. She showed us 
pictures of members who had received a car and urged the audience to imagine 
‘driving your own car’. At this moment, the audience became more interested. 
She showed us pictures of family homes, ‘You all want to own a piece of Nairobi.’ 
Lastly, she showed us photographs of members participating in organised tours 
abroad, asked us to close our eyes and imagine doing such international travels. 
We should ‘realise our dreams’.

Then, she asked for testimonials, and a senior member came forward. This high‐
level distributor began to talk about the advantages of using the products and 
about the riches she had gained. She had been an overweight housewife, but now 
earned 80,000 KSH and more. ‘I now drive a car’, she told us. Some of the crowd 
clapped excitedly, all seemed more interested. ‘Money is exciting’, she said; soon, 
she and her husband would be on their ‘Euro trip’. The audience seemed to share 
her excitement for money, some with glazed over eyes and expressions of pure 
joy. She praised ‘residual passive earning’, the steady income that Edmark would 
provide even after she had stopped working. ‘Have you ever been in a swimming 
pool?’ she asked her enthralled audience. (Nairobi, 2016, revised field notes)

Multi‐level marketing companies keep to their protocols very successfully. Even 
when giving presentations far from the national headquarters, presentations were 
remarkably similar. Companies make use of certain technical means, as all presenters 
use the same PowerPoint file provided by their global headquarters in Asia. Marketing 
specialists in the Philippines or Malaysia design this promotional material in English, 
for use in African countries. Even presentations of different companies, like Alliance 
and Edmark, are quite similar, because these marketing specialists copy successful 
phrases; there are only slight variations, like a different rhythm when clapping or an 
altered range of products.8 In Kenya, high‐level distributors also often switch from one 

8  Each company has invented its own way of clapping and other such practices. One member of 
Edmark proudly stated: ‘Competitors may fake our products or fake our system but not our cul-
ture.’ This emphasis on ‘culture’ is an attempt to create a community with effective qualities, which 
cannot be easily appropriated by competitors.
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company to the next, therefore persuasion techniques are constantly being exchanged 
between the various companies.

New members in multi‐level marketing companies receive free training sessions 
that often take a full week. During these session, members perpetually repeat the essen-
tial phrases. In the words of Czarniawska and Joerges, ‘[t]he simplest way of objectify-
ing ideas is turning them into linguistic artefacts by a repetitive use in an unchanged 
form’ (1996: 23). During training, members are asked to ‘copy’ what they are taught. 
The knowledge conveyed in these trainings is explicitly produced to be ‘duplicable’ – 
the term they use themselves – and as a ‘system’ that everyone can follow.9 Different 
people do the presentations each time, each being asked to use the same phrasing, in 
order to standardise the concepts. While all travelling models necessarily need to 
become objectified and reproduce certain practices (see Behrends et al. 2014: 2), here in 
the form of PowerPoint sheets and training, multi‐level marketing schemes are distinct 
because their protocols are designed with transferability as their main feature.

Despite this outward emphasis on duplicability, schemes also need to be adapted 
(see Czarniawska and Joerges 1996: 23). This becomes apparent when looking at the 
material gains they promise. Next to the slightly abstract promise of money bonuses, 
all multi‐level marketing companies promise gifts, namely a car, a house and a trip 
abroad. These are symbols of belonging to the middle class, understood worldwide. 
High‐level distributors talk about these promises longer than about the product or the 
business plan. In a way, multi‐level marketing companies do not market their respec-
tive products or a business opportunity, but entry into the middle class and a new way 
of life.

The audience in Kenya is drawn by these promises, because traditional means of 
social advancement, especially education, do no longer offer reliable ways into well‐
paid jobs and the associated middle‐class existence. Schmidt (2017: 281–2), writing 
about Western Kenya, argues that people increasingly perceive their economic situ-
ation as disordered and beyond their control. Presenters explicitly refer to the loss of 
a predictable future. One presenter, a former university lecturer, told the audience: ‘If 
you need money, it is not in the universities. Look at our company instead.’ Even going 
abroad to earn money no longer appears to be a secure form of wealth creation.

When trying to engage these innermost dreams of the audience, the presentation 
stops being merely about duplication and instead is about translation and adaption (see 
Wilson 2016: 418).10 Presenters are very much aware of this. Anthony, a high‐level 
distributor, had two key sentences in his personal business diary that he memorises 
every morning: ‘Know their dreams’ and ‘[b]ig dreams are ideal to work with’. And 
while the promotional material of Edmark and Alliance is the same in all English‐
speaking African countries, and to some extent in all countries, they need to connect to 
the specific dreams and anxieties of their audience. One of the key forms by which 

9   However, some protocols are not duplicated but guarded by management: the calculation of bonuses, 
the names of suppliers, wholesale buying on ‘Alibaba’ and international shipping are only done by 
the management abroad. Some top distributors dream of starting their own multi‐level marketing 
company and one former distributor of the Chinese company ‘Tiens’ was able to establish ‘Siens’, 
the first Kenyan multi‐level marketing scheme, in 2016.

10  Though the designers of the presentation also try to anticipate the audience’s yearnings, as a staff 
member from the Philippines explained: ‘We study the people here, what is important and valuable 
to them and then incorporate it into our presentation. We are looking for them to respond.’
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presenters adapt the scheme is the testimonial, very similar to Pentecostalist churches 
(see Krige 2012: 80). Many high‐level distributors are also Pentecostalist preachers. 
Indeed, Meyer (2010: 119, 122–3) has described Pentecostalist processes of ‘vernacular-
ization’ and the employment of ‘sensational forms’ – performances generating power-
ful experiences – that are strikingly similar to practices in multi‐level marketing 
companies.11 Sometimes the presenters do this, other times a high‐level distributor in 
the audience walks on stage, blurring the difference between presenters and audience 
and suggesting that everybody could be elevated similarly. During testimonials, people 
sometimes switch to Swahili, performing translation in a literal sense. The speaker 
often tries to evoke the experience of earning money and living a middle‐class lifestyle 
among the audience, including the feeling of using a swimming pool. The dreams 
addressed are also directly concerned with the audience’s anxieties; the promised 
‘steady income’ from bonuses is supposed to serve as a secure form of income when 
retiring, in the face of insecure pensions promised by the Kenyan government.12 People 
intimately relate to these imaginaries of acquiring wealth and achieving a middle‐class 
existence. The testimonials convey the scheme not as an abstract protocol but as an 
experience.

When it comes to the medical uses of products, the extent of these translations 
become apparent, as in the ‘health talk’ of BF Suma:

A 40‐year‐old woman conducts the training in the ‘Donald Trump Hall’, a mod-
ern looking, freshly painted room. The whole presentation is akin to teaching 
practices in schools: the audience reads aloud slides about various products, dis-
tributors are asked to name certain benefits, all of it in light‐hearted manner. 
‘Feminergy Capsules’, we learn, make the skin brighter, reduce wrinkles and 
prevent cancer, diabetes, Alzheimer’s and more. As they are ‘nutritional sup-
plements’, these products have no side effects, a good absorption rate, use ‘high 
technology’ and were produced ‘scientifically’. In addition to the benefits writ-
ten on the slide, the presenter provides testimonial stories from ‘a friend of mine’ 
or a ‘client that I don’t want to reveal the name of’ in her speech. The product, 
she tells us, prevented the further growth of a tumour in her friend’s breast and 
made all cancer cells disappear, to the amazement of her doctors. Then, she pro-
vides even more alternative uses for some products. We could use ‘Spirulina’ as 
a shampoo to cure baldness and make our hair stronger. Then, a member of the 
audience stands up to explain that she used the panty liner to heal her infected 
foot. Excitedly, an older man narrates how a woman used the soap to brush her 
teeth every day to heal her bleeding gums. The presenter, content about the lively 
session, concluded: ‘The best stories are not scientific but what people have been 
doing. Next to our information is the human experience, what people can do 
with our products. I will not recommend it. But we are in Africa …’ The audi-
ence murmured, ‘it works, it works’, and signalled agreement. (Nairobi, 2017, 
revised field notes)

11 Meyer (2010: 118) argues convincingly that capitalism and Pentecostalism are entangled. Still, 
the presentations can more productively be described as a distinct travelling model rather than as 
instances of popular Christianity: presenters rarely referred to the Bible, and John, a high‐level dis-
tributor, understood his Pentecostalist preaching and his marketing presentations as clearly distinct.

12  Many members I talked to did not dream of huge villas and yachts. In a break during a presentation, 
the woman next to me told me she was not interested in the outlandish incentives in the posters on 
the wall. ‘I want to have a nice house and educate my children’, she told me quietly.
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The translation chain has three stages. The Chinese PR department of BF Suma has 
designed slides for particular products that promise various health benefits, though 
they carefully frame it as ‘prevention’ of serious diseases, claiming validity by referring 
to scientific and technological production processes. The presenter adds an anony-
mous testimonial about the extraordinary healing properties of the product to these 
claims; in this context, validity is claimed based on her friend’s experience with the 
product.13 Third, members of the audience give the product even more innovative 
meanings, using it in unconventional ways. Translation chains are common in com-
modity advertising and exchange, yet the degree of adaptability is distinct, because BF 
Suma provides an intimate, totally unregulated last stage. In the end, the presenter even 
explicitly highlights the underlying dichotomies of ‘science’ versus ‘everyday use’ and 
‘information’ versus ‘experience’, seemingly resolving them by drawing attention to 
the location, ‘Africa’. While ‘appropriation’ has become a key term for emphasising 
African creativity (for a criticism see Verne 2007), the endless uses, and thereby mean-
ings, that each product is bestowed with seem to become nearly arbitrary in the context 
of these presentations.14 Indeed, while this adaptability – this radical shift of meaning 
in the translation process – enables presenters to link with the dreams of the audience 
concerning social advancement and health benefits, many actors later voiced their con-
cerns about the gap between the experiences conveyed in these presentations and the 
everyday workings of multi‐level marketing schemes and their products.

S u s p i c i o n s  o f  f r a u d

While this paper has portrayed the presentations as successfully transmitting these 
schemes, the members of the audience are not passive recipients. During the presenta-
tions, people sometimes frown and murmur, and once a woman whispered ‘pyramid 
scheme’. Many react with suspicions of fraud about certain schemes and, rarely, about 
multi‐level marketing in general. These doubts became apparent when I confronted 
my counterparts with my critical view of the claims and workings of their company. 
To my surprise, my concerns were neither new nor alien to them but brought already 
present doubts into the open.

In a discussion with John, a high‐level distributor for BF Suma, my questions 
revealed the extent to which he had scrutinised the company before joining: was their 
marketing plan ‘fair’, for how long had they leased their offices, had they given out the 
promised gifts last year? Everything about these companies seemed suspicious to him, 
even whether they existed outside of the country. There is a history of schemes travel-
ling to Kenya but also a hidden history of broken promises. When GNLD arrived in 
1997, John told me, ‘they promised quick money, they tried to get massive membership 
numbers, but they ignored selling, they had no effective products … the fulfilment 
of promises was not provided’. However, despite his knowledge about the multiple 
failings of previous schemes, John reassured me: ‘I have worked in network marketing 

13  Such claims are borderline illegal in many countries. The Philippine manager explained later that 
they ‘cannot control what distributors say about the product’ and that figures provided were only 
about ‘potential income’, but there seemed to be no attempt to limit presenters’ claims.

14  Some presenters invented stories outright. One claimed that ‘Spirulina’ has been approved by the 
FDA as a drug against AIDS and healed all 100 HIV‐positive children in a clinical trial.
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for ten years and I made many mistakes. I was with GNLD, Tianshi, World venture. 
Before going in [with BF Suma], I did research and found out what company was 
doing the real network marketing.’ His criticism was directed at some companies and 
did not seem to undermine his belief in multi‐level marketing schemes in general.

However, these suspicions about fellow members and certain schemes can become 
a more fundamental critique – not of the scheme in the abstract but of the interper-
sonal interactions and relations it fosters. The main term used is ‘unfulfilled promise’, 
suggesting not a broken contract in a business relationship but a wrongdoing in an 
interpersonal relationship. Low‐level members, who have joined late and earn only 
negligible amounts, point to the persons above them. Francis, a long‐time member 
of BF Suma, complained to me: ‘I always wondered about the people who brought 
BF Suma and Tiens to Kenya … [he sketches the top node of a pyramid on the top of 
a page, and then adds nodes below] … We are doing all the groundwork while they 
are enjoying. The lowest person is still thinking he will be on top.’ Most low‐level 
members soon realise that only high‐level distributors and managers earn substantial 
amounts and criticise this exploitative relationship. Even the high‐level distributors 
themselves express doubts about their practices in private settings. John was critical 
of the presentations he had given: ‘I told them how to make money, how to become 
a millionaire … We gave these people hopes. It was an exciting experience, we were 
really motivating people. Only, when people join a company and don’t make money, 
they will say you mislead them. When doing presentation, the promises are so high; 
you don’t talk about the challenges. People are mainly told to do registration, not 
production [meaning selling products]. We were doing a lot of networking, but there 
is no business.’ Both Francis and John – being placed at the bottom and the top of the 
pyramid – understand the economics of these schemes as exploitative and emphasise 
the inequality they bring about and, in John’s case, the moral wrongdoings he has 
committed. Only once did a top distributor explicitly speak about his suspicions of 
the fraudulent underpinnings of multi‐level marketing. When I spent time with John 
watching football on a Sunday, after he had given a sermon in the Pentecostal church he 
frequents, he remarked to my concerns: ‘Most of multi‐level marketing is about lying.’ 
Speaking openly in a small circle of friends, he advised them not to join these schemes 
and spoke about his dreams of becoming a pastor. 

Many Kenyans who are not part of multi‐level marketing companies openly say 
that they consider them as fraudulent: ‘These people, Asians and Americans, are con-
men. They have been coming and stealing in Kenya for a long time. How many mil-
lionaires have they made? They come and dump their rubbish here’, a friend told me. 
He uses the term ‘conmen’ to question both monetary gains and the quality of their 
products. The terminology of fraud allows actors to attribute responsibility to individ-
ual actors. Speaking about fraud or ‘lying’ brings to the fore the normative dimension 
of economic and political practices, sometimes as a criticism of unfair transnational 
connections. In contrast to the jargon of these schemes, it allows actors to emphasise 
responsibility in relationships and to draw on commonly shared moral registers.

However, while some of the high‐level distributors who I got to know better 
uttered such doubts in private, they spoke differently in public settings. When I spoke 
to John after a presentation, not a sermon, he declared, again full of conviction: ‘it is not 
that the system does not work! It is that people don’t work well. The system works, 
it is the best system in the world.’ Another distributor even drew explicit parallels to 
religious beliefs, saying that ‘Jesus was a networker’. And they all explained the simple 
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mathematics of exponential growth, their regular spiel; if only everyone would follow 
the system and bring two new members, it would all work out. The business plan is 
perceived as a grand scheme, and its everyday failures do not mean that John and others 
stop believing in it.

The capitalist ideology that these schemes convey is rather conventional, and it is 
only of limited analytical value to describe them as neoliberal or radically new. These 
schemes are popularised forms of capitalism and have been around since the 1930s. The 
notion of them shifting the frontier of capitalism is part of the imaginary its marketing 
specialists want to project. However, it is remarkable to what extent these schemes 
perform and discuss capitalist ideology as a belief. According to Appadurai (2012: 8–9), 
people are increasingly guided by faith in the market to deal with its uncertainty, con-
trary to Weber’s notion of the secularised spirit of capitalism. In the context of doubt, 
actors felt the need to explicitly affirm their belief in the ‘system’.

Engagement with multi‐level marketing happens in a constant tension between 
suspicions concerning fraud and the continued belief in the scheme. After members 
complained about their meagre earnings, a presenter shouted at them: ‘Alliance in 
Motion is not a problem. The problem is with you! You don’t work, you don’t follow 
the system, you don’t do what the company tells you!’ Instead of putting the actors’ 
actions in relation to a commonly shared moral order, as the idiom of fraud suggests, 
such speeches reinforced the notion that members should just adhere to the protocols 
of the scheme, even in the face of its flaws. This pressure to conform is reinforced by 
the competitive setting that business plans foster. In Alliance, higher level members 
lose all bonuses from lower level members in their downline who achieve higher sales 
figures than them. Yet when asked about this, Francis refused to complain: ‘You have 
to work. You have to try to get to the next level. You have to keep recruiting, recruit-
ing, recruiting. If one is catching you, you have lost. […] But it is not stressful unless 
you are lazy. It’s fun … meeting new people, going to new places.’ He, and indeed 
many members, seem to accept and embrace the role that the scheme prescribes (see 
Cahn 2008: 447).

However, fraud comes back in other, unexpected ways. It is not only significant as 
a suspicion but also as an internal practice in this competitive setting. In the attempt to 
earn some money in these schemes, many engage in practices that are considered fraud-
ulent by other members. This came to the fore when I returned to the same Alliance in 
Motion venue a year later:

Not much had changed in the headquarters of Alliance in Motion, though in the 
entrance hung a ‘Most Wanted’ poster with the pictures of five former distribu-
tors, warning everyone that these were no longer associated with the company. 
A 30‐year‐old woman greeted me friendly while I was going in and introduced 
herself as Stella. After a short chat with her, I promised to talk to her after the 
presentation. The presentation had not changed much, though the audience was 
smaller and the cheeriness seemed more forced. In the middle of it, Elizabeth, 
the high‐level distributor who had brought Alliance to Kenya, asked me out-
side for a small chat. While we were talking in a café nearby, Elizabeth received 
several phone calls, first from Stella and then from Charissa, the Philippine man-
ager of Alliance. Elizabeth became more and more stressed. Stella had appar-
ently complained that Elizabeth had interfered with her ‘prospecting’ me. In the 
end, I became the witness in a quasi‐trial in the Alliance office, presided over by 
Charissa, about whether Elizabeth had tried to ‘poach’ me. ‘We are one team, one 
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family, it is not okay to have conflict’, the manager, a former teacher, advised the 
two quarrelling members calmly. (Nairobi, 2017, revised field notes)

In the jargon of Kenyan networkers, ‘poaching’ means registering a new member in 
your downline who has been invited by someone else, to benefit from the bonuses that 
the new member will provide. Experienced distributors become experts in the ‘place-
ment’ of such newcomers into their downline to maximise their bonuses according 
to the peculiar regulation of the business plan. Poaching is just one of the practices 
among members that they consider as fraudulent; members siphon off bonuses of their 
downline, buy products on loan but never return to the office, use fake receipts to get 
reimbursed by management, etc. Many high‐level distributors also switch from one 
company to the next or work simultaneously for many, like the distributors on the 
‘Most Wanted’ poster.

Despite the settlement and the appeal to teamwork during the quasi‐trial, Elizabeth 
later explained: ‘It is business, you cannot trust anyone … it is like politics.’ She por-
trays such practices as not invalidating multi‐level marketing but as normal in any 
business, even comparing it to the lack of morality in the political sphere. ‘Poaching’ 
and other fraudulent practices can also be understood as a form of translating these 
schemes into local contexts. Instead of following the intended protocols, members 
engage in highly competitive forms of networking to increase their earnings, proving 
that they are well‐versed in getting the most out of models that come from abroad. 
Paradoxically, the management of a multi‐level marketing company, despite their 
vision of spreading capitalism, then need to relate to and uphold shared notions of 
morality. For their members, the scheme’s capitalist rationalities are nothing new, and 
they understand them to begin with.

C o n c l u s i o n

When looking at contemporary multi‐level marketing schemes as a travelling 
model, it seems to be an allegory of the expansive drive, ability to fascinate and 
endless adaptability of capitalist rationality, but also of the inequality and inher-
ent unsustainability it produces. However, members adapt by employing practices 
considered fraudulent by the companies, showing that they are very much familiar 
with capitalist rationalities. Looking at suspicions of fraud directed towards the 
schemes shifts such allegories to the background and brings the actors – in this 
case such conflicted actors like John and Elizabeth – to the fore. John’s life is in a 
tension, between the constant, nagging doubts about the scheme being fraudulent 
and his continued belief in it. In the context of allegations of fraud, or doubts about 
being the perpetrator of one, actors and their notions of morality become visible 
once more. Because of its close relation with belief, we normally think of doubt in 
the context of religious or political beliefs, not business. And while the success of 
these schemes is loud and public, doubt is ephemeral and observers have to ‘catch 
doubt in midair’, as Pelkmans (2013: 16) writes. Yet doubt is an activity that implies 
an alternative, implies potential other forms of relating to each other (see Pelkmans 
2013: 4). Currently, the key aspect of multi‐level marketing companies is not that 
they spread any new form of capitalism, but that capitalist rationalities have become 
a matter of belief – and doubt.
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Schémas de marketing à paliers multiples inter-
nationaux et rumeurs de fraude au Kenya
Si les flux transnationaux de biens, de personnes et d’idées augmentent depuis plusieurs décen-
nies, de nombreux Africains se sentent exclus des possibilités offertes par ces réseaux. A Nairobi, 
certains schémas de vente multiniveau offrent à tous la chance de participer à de nouvelles formes 
de création de richesse, et des centaines de milliers de Kenyans en font désormais partie. De tels 
projets s’étendent rapidement à travers le monde et semblent réussir à faire circuler des rational-
ités et des fantasmes néolibéraux. S’appuyant sur des travaux de terrain menés au Kenya, notre 
étude analyse ces schémas de marketing à paliers multiples en tant que modèles transposables, 
qui doivent être adoptés au contexte local. Ces schémas ne correspondent pas à la conception 
commune de fraude, mais en font ressortir des soupçons, des doutes qui viennent hanter les 
discours séduisant de marketing en faisant l’éloge. De tels sous‐entendus impliquent la réappari-
tion de notions de moralité bien à l’opposé des idées véhiculées par les schémas. L’étude de tels 
schémas nous permet d’examiner de quelles façons les acteurs communiquent ces rationalités et 
imaginaires capitalistes et veulent absolument y participer et y croire. Les soupçons de fraude 
suggèrent également une certaine désillusion vis‐à‐vis ces rationalités, soulignant qu’il s’agit 
désormais d’une question de croyance.

Mots-clés   transnational, capitalisme, marketing à paliers multiples, fraude, Kenya

 14698676, 2019, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1469-8676.12676 by R

adboud U
niversity N

ijm
egen, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [24/05/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://www.ftc.gov/sites/default/files/documents/public_comments/trade-regulation-rule-disclosure-requirements-and-prohibitions-concerning-business-opportunities-ftc.r511993-00015%C2%A0/00015-57315.pdf
https://www.ftc.gov/sites/default/files/documents/public_comments/trade-regulation-rule-disclosure-requirements-and-prohibitions-concerning-business-opportunities-ftc.r511993-00015%C2%A0/00015-57315.pdf
https://www.ftc.gov/sites/default/files/documents/public_comments/trade-regulation-rule-disclosure-requirements-and-prohibitions-concerning-business-opportunities-ftc.r511993-00015%C2%A0/00015-57315.pdf

