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Abstract

More and more people are drawn to training programs by Multi-Level Marketing (MLM)
companies like IM Academy, enticed by promises of personal growth, skill development and
financial freedom. While these programs appear to offer valuable learning opportunities, their
primary function is to strengthen participants’ commitment to the MLM system, encouraging
ongoing financial investment and active recruitment of new members. Many participants get
trapped in a cycle of increasing investment and losses, unable to accept the gap between
promises and reality. This thesis applies Escalation of Commitment theory to explore why
participants struggle to disengage. Using a qualitative multi-method approach combining
interviews and desk research, and applying Gioia’s methodology, it uncovers the dynamics
within MLM’s organizational design that actively drive escalation. Findings show that MLMs
deliberately employs positivity-enhancing strategies to shape belief systems and sustain
participant commitment. These strategies operate via uplines reinforcing belief, strategically
designed content and training, and an immersive learning environment. This conditioning
reduces cognitive dissonance and triggers self-justification, prompting participants to
rationalize continued involvement. This thesis concludes that persistence in MLMs is not
simply the result of individual choice, but is the outcome of being trained to stay through

learning programs that fuel escalation of commitment.
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1. Introduction

Multi-Level Marketing (MLM) companies present themselves as accessible pathways
to independence, self-growth, and financial success. This often appeals to individuals seeking
autonomy, community, or an escape from financial insecurity. As one interviewee put it, “They
promise that you’ll become a better person, that you’ll develop personally, and that you'll likely
become successful. You can earn a lot of money if you do everything right. And those two things,

they match your inner needs, and that s exactly what these organizations tap into.”

However, in practice, MLMs have come under increasing scrutiny for their controversial
business practices and the ethical dilemmas they pose (GroB3 & Vriens, 2019; Koehn, 2001).
These companies typically rely on independent distributors who are not only encouraged to sell
products but also to recruit others. Operating in a grey area between entrepreneurship and
exploitation, MLMs such as IM Academy (now rebranded as Iyovia), Amway, Herbalife, and

Avon often blur the line between ambition and illusion.

This study focuses on MLMs that offer digital educational services, such as online
training in trading, financial literacy, and personal development. Motivated by ambition, many
participants enter these programs hoping to achieve success through the promised training.
However, in practice, the programs are not primarily designed to teach participants how to
achieve success through trading or personal development. Rather, they aim to cultivate belief
in the MLM model itself and teach participants to stay engaged within this system, and train
them to actively contribute to the growth and success of the MLM. The real lesson lies in
sustaining faith: in the system, in the opportunity, and in yourself. Large-scale events, success
stories, and high-energy settings reinforce this mindset. An interviewee reflected, “You only see
success there, and naturally assume that it s what lies ahead for you too... you start to believe

it’s the only possible outcome.”

Behind this carefully constructed facade of optimism lies a stark reality. Despite
promises of personal growth and financial independence, the numbers tell a different story.
According to Truth in Advertising (2024), 98% of a sample of 100 MLM companies
misrepresented their participants’ income potential. Empirical research confirms that only about
25% of participants actually make a profit, while nearly half (47%) end up losing money
(DeLiema et al., 2018). Still, many individuals continue to invest financially, emotionally, and
socially, despite mounting losses. The consequences are far-reaching, extending well beyond

personal finances.



This raises the questions: What drives such unwavering commitment in the face of
continual setbacks? Why do participants persist? Research points to Self-Determination theory
(SDT) and psychological traits that MLMs strategically exploit (Deci & Ryan, 2012; Dixon et
al., 2023; Makore et al., 2023). By appealing to needs for autonomy, affiliation, and
competence, and reinforcing belief systems through faith-based messaging and mindset-
focused narratives, MLMs sustain both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, helping explain
participants’ persistent engagement. While prior research highlights internal motivations for
persistence, it falls short in explaining how MLMs themselves create conditions within their
training programs and organizational design that sustain belief and drive further investment
(Deci & Ryan, 2012). This underscores the need to investigate the organizational and
psychological mechanisms sustaining such persistent commitment, often contrary to

participants’ economic interests.

To address this gap, this thesis draws on Escalation of Commitment theory as a new
perspective to better understand why participants persist as a result of the MLM’s
Organizational Design. Escalation of Commitment refers to the phenomenon whereby
individuals continue to invest resources (such as time, money, or effort) into a failing course of
action due to an unwillingness to acknowledge prior losses and the desire not to see these as
wasted (Brockner, 1992; Staw, 1981). This theory is particularly relevant as it clarifies why
participants struggle to disengage, demonstrating how MLMs’ organizational design and

embedded psychological mechanisms jointly reinforce continued financial commitment.
The central research question guiding this thesis is therefore:

“How can Escalation of Commitment theory help to explain the influence of Multi-Level
Marketing (MLM) organizational design on participants’ decisions to persist in financially

investing, even as they incur increasing costs?”

The study adopts a qualitative, multi-method research design that combines desk
research and semi-structured expert interviews to explore how Escalation of Commitment can
help explain continued financial investment in MLMs. By analysing publicly available videos
and podcasts alongside expert interviews, the research uncovers how positivity-enhancing
strategies shape decision-making processes of participants into sustaining commitment. These
strategies are examined in the context of Iyovia (formerly known as IM Academy) and manifest
through uplines as reinforcers of belief, strategic content and training design, and an immersive

learning environment. This focus provides a nuanced understanding of both the structural and



psychological mechanisms that underpin sustained commitment in MLMs offering digital
educational services, such as online training in trading, financial literacy, and personal

development.

Given the widespread reach and impact of MLMs, especially among vulnerable
individuals seeking financial security or personal growth, this study has important societal
relevance. By critically examining how belief systems are shaped and maintained within MLM
environments, the research sheds light on the psychological and organizational tactics that
prevent participants from stopping their investment despite financial losses. These insights can
inform consumer protection efforts, guide policymakers in regulating MLM practices more
effectively, and raise public awareness about the risks and ethical concerns associated with these
business models. Ultimately, the study contributes to fostering more transparent and ethical

practices within MLMs, helping to mitigate harm and support vulnerable consumers.

The thesis is structured into six chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the research topic,
outlines the problem statement, and presents the research question. Chapter 2 outlines the
theoretical framework by first reviewing existing literature on MLM, followed by an
exploration of Escalation of Commitment. It then examines prior research on why individuals
struggle to disengage from failing ventures, ultimately positioning Escalation of Commitment
as a useful lens to understand persistent involvement within MLM structures. Chapter 3 outlines
the research design and methodology. Chapter 4 presents the main empirical findings. Chapter
5 discusses the findings in relation to the theoretical framework. It further reflects on the
implications of the results, considers methodological limitations, and offers directions for future
research. Finally, chapter 6 concludes the thesis by summarizing the main insights and

answering the central research question.



2. Theoretical Framework

This chapter outlines the theoretical foundation guiding this study. It begins by
introducing the concept and structure of Multi-Level Marketing (MLM) business models,
offering a general overview of how these organizations operate and why individuals are drawn
to them. Following this, the focus shifts to the central theoretical lens of this thesis: Escalation
of Commitment. The chapter explains the core principles of this theory and explores various
underlying mechanisms, including self-justification, prospect theory, and the sunk cost effect.
The final section applies this theory specifically to the MLM context, outlining how it will be
used to guide the empirical analysis. This theoretical groundwork lays the basis for the

subsequent analysis and interpretation of the empirical findings.

2.1 Introduction to Multi-Level Marketing (MLM)

Multi-Level Marketing (MLM) is a business model that combines product sales with
network-based recruitment. At its core, MLM involves independent distributors who earn
income by selling products and by recruiting others into the system, thereby expanding their
own sales network (GroB3 & Vriens, 2019; Koehn, 2001). This dual emphasis on both product
distribution and participant recruitment sets MLM apart from more traditional retail or direct

sales models.

In 2023, more than 102.9 million people around the world participated in MLMs,
generating approximately 167.7 billion dollars in revenue (Grof8 and Vriens, 2024). Looking at
the demographics, approximately 48 percent are between the ages of 18 and 25, 60 percent are
women, and 66 percent have completed at least some higher education (DeLiema et al., 2018).
The range of products sold through MLM structures is diverse, spanning from household and
beauty items to health supplements and digital services such as online courses. MLMs are
commonly organized in hierarchical levels, consisting of recruiters (the "upline") and those they
recruit (the "downline") (Koehn, 2001). Growth within these systems often follows a binomial
expansion pattern, where a small group of initial participants can rapidly multiply through
continuous recruitment (Constantin, 2009). To sustain this model, ongoing recruitment is
crucial due to high turnover rates resulting from many participants earning minimal or no

income.

Distributors earn commissions based on the purchases made by members in their

downline (Koehn, 2001). These commissions are part of a broader incentive structure in which
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MLM distributors are motivated to recruit new members in order to earn financial and symbolic
rewards. These rewards can include direct commissions from downline purchases, recruitment
bonuses, product discounts, and status-based promotions such as rank advancements and
recognition at events (Emek et al., 2011). A distributor’s income is largely determined by their
ability to recruit others, the timing of their entry into the network (with early joiners typically

benefiting more), and their hierarchical position within the compensation plan.

Many participants join MLM programs with the goal of earning money. In the United
States, for example, 91 percent say this is their main motivation (DeLiema et al., 2018). In
reality, however, only a minority manage to make a profit. Data shows that 25 percent report
earning money, 47 percent experience financial losses, and 27 percent break even (DeLiema et
al., 2018). The few who do achieve financial success are typically positioned at the top of the

organization, while the majority earn little or nothing.

A distinct feature of MLMs is their organizational culture, which emphasizes positivity,
personal growth, and entrepreneurial spirit. Traits like resilience and perseverance are heavily
promoted. In some cases, this culture adopts cult-like characteristics, marked by strong loyalty
toward the company and enthusiastic participation in motivational events, seminars, and
conferences (Constantin, 2009; Grof3 & Martin, 2022; Grofl & Vriens, 2019). Distributors play
an active role in spreading and maintaining the organizational culture. They are incentivized to
recruit new members and also to keep their downline engaged and motivated. As uplines, they
take on a mentoring role by continuously training, supporting, and encouraging their downlines

to remain active and committed within the network (Grof3 & Vriens, 2019).

Advantages of Multi-Level Marketing

MLM offers a range of advantages for both the companies that implement this model and the
individuals who choose to participate in it. From a corporate perspective, MLM can
significantly reduce operational costs and foster brand loyalty, while for individual participants,

the model provides income opportunities and flexible working conditions.

From a corporate perspective, MLMs benefit from a motivated salesforce driven by
commission-based incentives. Distributors earn based on personal sales and the performance of
their recruits, encouraging high effort and productivity without the overhead of salaried

employees. Additionally, word-of-mouth promotion through personal networks replaces



expensive advertising, making marketing more cost-effective (Girish & Dipa, 2015). Product
exclusivity boosts profitability by allowing premium pricing, as MLM products are not sold in
regular stores, thus reinforcing brand value through perceived uniqueness. Lastly, MLM fosters
strong customer loyalty, as distributors often sell to people within their own networks. These
trust-based relationships tend to lead to more consistent and long-term customer engagement

than conventional retail channels.

MLM offers several advantages for individuals, particularly those seeking flexible and
low-risk entrepreneurial opportunities. Participants are attracted by the potential for income
growth through commissions and performance-based bonuses, which increase as they expand
their sales network (Budiarta, 2024). Those who build a large and active downline may even
earn passive income from their recruits’ sales. Flexibility is another key benefit, as individuals
can decide when and where they work. This is an appealing feature for those pursuing
autonomy, work-life balance, or additional income (Béckman & Hanspal, 2022). Moreover,
MLM’s low barrier to entry, often requiring only a small initial investment, makes it accessible
to people who want to explore entrepreneurship without the high financial risks of starting a

traditional business.

Taken together, these advantages illustrate why MLM continues to attract both
companies seeking cost-effective sales models and individuals looking for flexible and

accessible income opportunities.

Disadvantages of Multi-Level Marketing

The business model of MLM has been widely criticized for several legal and ethical
concerns that affect both participants and society. Research by Grof3 and Vriens (2019) outlines

five key disadvantages that help explain the problematic nature of this business model.

First, some MLMs closely resemble illegal pyramid schemes (GroB3 & Vriens, 2019).
These schemes are typically characterized by a primary focus on recruitment rather than product
sales, and many MLMs display similar traits. New distributors are usually required to pay
substantial upfront fees and are encouraged to buy large amounts of inventory they may never
sell. These practices persist due to weak regulations and poor enforcement, even though the US

Federal Trade Commission introduced guidelines in the 1970s to prevent such behaviour (Grof3



& Martin, 2022). Scholars and consumer advocates argue that these guidelines are not

consistently followed, allowing questionable and sometimes illegal practices to continue.

Second, MLMs often misrepresent their business opportunities (Grof3 & Vriens, 2019).
They tend to promote unrealistic promises of fast wealth and financial independence, giving
the impression of unlimited market potential. In reality, income distribution within MLMs is
highly unequal (DeLiema et al., 2018). While companies claim that anyone can succeed, only
a small fraction of participants earn significant income. Most distributors earn very little or even
lose money (DeLiema et al., 2018; Gro3 & Martin, 2022). Vulnerable groups, such as the
unemployed, low-income individuals, immigrants, and mothers, are particularly targeted by

these misleading promises.

Third, MLMs can harm consumers by spreading false or exaggerated product claims
(GroB & Vriens, 2019). Many distributors lack professional training and may unintentionally
provide misleading information, especially about products like nutritional supplements or
financial tools (Juth-Gavasso, 1985). In some cases, they make illegal health claims that violate
national laws. These tactics can result in risky consumer decisions and damage trust in
legitimate products. Aggressive sales methods, such as home visits and social pressure, further
exploit consumer vulnerabilities (Constantin, 2009). Although some countries have regulations

in place, effective enforcement is often lacking.

A fourth concern is the exploitation of personal relationships (Grofl & Vriens, 2019;
Taylor, 2011). Distributors are encouraged to sell to friends, family, and acquaintances, which
can create ethical dilemmas. People may feel socially obligated to buy products or join the
business, even if they are not interested. This approach puts strain on personal relationships and
can lead to a loss of trust when individuals feel manipulated (Budiarta, 2024; Constantin, 2009).
Although some industry measures, like buyback policies, aim to reduce this pressure, they do

not fully address the underlying ethical issues.

Finally, MLMs often operate as total institutions, becoming deeply embedded in the
lives of their distributors (Grof3 & Vriens, 2019). These companies do not just sell products but
also promote a way of life and a belief system. Over time, this can limit participants’ ability to
critically reflect on unethical practices within the company. In extreme cases, distributors
develop intense loyalty to the organization, which may resemble cult-like dynamics y
(Constantin, 2009; GroB3 & Martin, 2022). This loyalty can lead to blind commitment, making

it harder for individuals to recognize manipulation or harm.
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Together, these issues raise serious concerns about the broader societal impact of

MLMs, highlighting the need for stronger oversight, transparency, and ethical standards.

Why Do People Continue Participating in MLMs?

While previous research provides clear insights into why people initially join MLMs,
such as the promise of financial gain and access to social networks (DeLiema et al., 2018), it

remains less clear why they continue participating despite facing negative consequences.

Several studies attempt to explain this continued involvement by referring to the self-
determination theory (SDT) and other psychological traits that MLMs strategically exploit
(Deci & Ryan, 2012; Dixon et al., 2023). According to SDT, individuals are motivated by the
psychological needs for autonomy, affiliation, and competence (Deci & Ryan, 2012). MLMs
respond to these needs through strategies such as team-building and relationship cultivation,
which foster both intrinsic motivation (curiosity and challenge) and extrinsic motivation

(rewards and recognition) (Makore et al., 2023).

These concepts are further explored by examining the impact of psychological
characteristics, which both complement and partially differ from SDT (Dixon et al., 2023).
Dixon et al. (2023) explore how belief systems and cognitive styles play a role in sustaining
participation. For example, individuals with spiritual beliefs may find alignment with the MLM
environment, which often incorporates faith-based or inspirational messaging. Another relevant
cognitive trait is thought-action fusion, the belief that one’s thoughts can directly affect
outcomes. This resonates with MLM narratives emphasizing success through mindset and

belief.

Taken together, these insights suggest that continued participation in MLMs is driven
by a complex mix of motivational, psychological, and social factors. However, this study adopts
a new perspective by applying Escalation of Commitment, which examines why individuals
persist in failing courses of action due to an unwillingness to abandon prior investments
(Brockner, 1992). While existing research identifies motivating factors, this lens allows for a
deeper exploration of how MLMs themselves influence individuals to keep investing, even as

the likelihood of success declines.
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2.2 Escalation of Commitment

The Escalation of Commitment theory, first introduced by Barry Staw in the 1970s,
describes the tendency of individuals to continue investing in a decision or project, even when
there is clear evidence that it is unsuccessful or unlikely to succeed (Staw, 1981; Pala et al.,
2015; Sleesman et al., 2018). Staw’s early research showed that people often defend prior
decisions by committing additional resources, even in the face of negative outcomes. This
persistence often stems from previous investments (such as time, money, or effort) and the
desire not to see these as wasted (Brockner, 1992). This pattern of behaviour is often reinforced
by mechanisms such as self-justification, social pressure, hope for a turnaround, and fear of

losing face.

Explanatory theories underlying Escalation of Commitment

To understand why individuals persist in a failing course of action, previous research
suggests that a combination of theoretical perspectives provides the most comprehensive
explanation (Brockner, 1992; Staw, 1981). Researchers have particularly relied on self-
justification theory and prospect theory as these offer some of the most robust and empirically
grounded explanations. Other theories, such as Decision Dilemma Theory and the Sunk Cost
Effect, offer useful but more supplementary insights. The extent to which each theory applies
depends on the specific context, including the level of prior investment, the nature of the

decision being made, and the influence of cultural expectations.

Self-Justification Theory

Various studies identify self-justification as one of the most important factors in
understanding decision-making processes and explaining the occurrence of Escalation of
Commitment, as it leads decision-makers to continue investing in unsuccessful actions to avoid
admitting that previous resource allocations failed (Brockner, 1992; Geiger et al., 1998; Kelly
& Milkman, 2013). Self-justification theory explains how individuals strive to maintain a
positive self-image and avoid acknowledging mistakes, particularly in decision-making
contexts. The theory posits that people are motivated to justify their previous choices, especially
when those choices result in negative outcomes, in order to protect their ego and reduce internal

discomfort (Brockner, 1992). Rather than objectively reassessing a failing course of action,
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decision-makers may irrationally continue investing time, money, or effort to justify their earlier

decisions and avoid admitting they were wrong (Kelly & Milkman, 2013; Staw, 1976).

Self-justification is therefore recognized as a key factor in explaining the phenomenon
of Escalation of Commitment (Brockner, 1992; Geiger et al., 1998). The theory builds on
Festinger’s (1957) foundational concept of cognitive dissonance, which asserts that individuals
seek consistency between their beliefs and actions. Quitting a failing endeavour would create
dissonance by implying the original decision was flawed; continuing, however, helps maintain

a coherent and favourable self-perception.

Prospect Theory

The prospect theory suggests that people are more willing to take risks to recover losses
but become risk-averse when securing gains (Brockner, 1992). When decisions lead to negative
outcomes, individuals may choose riskier options hoping to recover their expected result, often
exacerbating losses and increasing commitment to a failing project. According to Kelly &
Milkman (2013), loss aversion aligns with this idea. The concept of loss aversion suggests that
individuals are more motivated to avoid losses than to achieve equivalent gains. This leads to
the irrational belief that by investing more resources, they can recover their losses, despite the
low likelihood of success. The Prospect Theory provides an explanatory framework for
understanding Escalation of Commitment by highlighting the psychological factors that

influence individual decision-making.

Decision Dilemma Theory

Decision dilemma theory (Bowen, 1987; Brockner, 1992) suggests that Escalation of
Commitment may arise not solely from justifying prior decisions, but from motives such as
economic considerations, curiosity, or a desire to learn more. Bowen’s reasoning implies that
people may persist because they believe continuing is economically rational or want to observe
the outcome of their strategy. The decision dilemma theory can be linked to confirmation bias
according to Kelly and Milkman (2013), as it suggests that people focus on information
supporting their decisions while ignoring evidence of problems. This reduces awareness of an
investment's failure, making individuals more likely to keep committing resources. Decision

Dilemma Theory relates to Escalation of Commitment in that it helps explain the internal
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conflict individuals face when confronted with setbacks. It demonstrates that escalation is not
always driven by irrationality or self-justification alone, but also by competing motivations and

biases that can obscure objective evaluation.

Sunk cost Effect

The sunk cost effect refers to the tendency to continue investing in a decision or project
based on prior resources already committed (such as time, money, or effort) even when it no
longer seems rational to do so (Pala, 2008). As the Sunk Cost argument is stated in the thesis of
Pala (2008), “the more money, effort, or time that has been invested in a project, the more likely
the project will continue to receive resources.” People are more likely to persist with a failing
course of action because they feel the earlier investment must be justified, despite it being
unrecoverable and irrelevant to future outcomes (Arkes & Blumer, 1985). The Sunk Cost Effect
contributes to Escalation of Commitment by causing decision-makers to persist with failing
actions to justify prior investments. However, as Pala (2008) notes, it remains debated whether
the sunk cost effect is a distinct driver of escalation or simply another label for the same

behavioural tendency.

Other theories

Several other theories offer complementary explanations for Escalation of Commitment
by focusing on situational and social influences. Group polarization occurs when group
discussions push members toward more extreme views. If there is already a tendency to
escalate, this can be further intensified as a result of the group discussion. Process modelling
highlights how people tend to imitate others’ behaviour. For example, when their peers escalate
commitment, they are more likely to do so themselves. Self-presentation theory points to the
desire to appear consistent or competent, leading individuals to persist. Similarly, impression
management (Kelly & Milkman, 2013) emphasizes that people may stay committed to protect
their reputation and avoid the embarrassment of admitting poor decisions. Together, these
perspectives illustrate how Escalation of Commitment can be reinforced in specific situations

and should therefore be acknowledged as underlying explanatory mechanisms.
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Summary and focus of the thesis

This section discussed several explanatory theories for Escalation of Commitment,
including Self-Justification, Prospect Theory, Decision Dilemma Theory, and the Sunk Cost
Effect. These theories help clarify why individuals escalate their commitment by continuing to
invest in failing projects or decisions, despite clear signals that disengagement would be more
rational. Of these, self-justification currently offers the strongest and most empirically
supported foundation for understanding escalation behaviour (Brockner, 1992). Therefore, this
thesis will focus on the justification explanation as the primary lens for analysis. This choice is
further supported by the broad applicability of the self-justification theory to individuals
without requiring detailed knowledge of their specific context or background, making it suitable

for analysing how MLMs generally stimulate Escalation of Commitment among participants.

Building on this theoretical focus, the analysis focusses on specific behavioural
expressions of self-justification to ensure clarity and maintain an analytical focus. These
behaviours are analysed using four dissonance-reducing mechanisms, as conceptualized by Pala
(2008) based on Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance theory. These mechanisms have been
adapted to the context of Escalation of Commitment among MLM participants and help explain
why individuals persist in their involvement. First, the analysis highlights how participants deny
or downplay failure, often viewing setbacks as temporary or irrelevant, thereby preserving the
belief that their efforts will eventually pay off. Another key behaviour is the attribution of failure
to personal shortcomings rather than flaws in the MLM structure, which shifts blame away from
the organization and reduces internal conflict. Additionally, participants tend to exaggerate the
benefits of their current situation by framing their choices as smart or admirable. Lastly,
participants tend to downplay alternatives by portraying other options as less rewarding,
reinforcing the belief that continued commitment to the MLM is the best path forward.
Together, these cognitive dissonance-reducing mechanisms illustrate how self-justification
fuels Escalation of Commitment in MLM contexts, providing a focused framework for the

empirical analysis in this thesis.
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2.3 Escalation of Commitment in Multi-Level Marketing

Current research on MLM has focused, among others, on defining MLM and its
consequences, why people are attracted to participate in MLMs, and what needs to be done to
make MLM more ethically responsible and distinguishable from illegal pyramid schemes (Grof3
& Vriens, 2019). Although there is growing global awareness of these concerns, many
individuals continue to be drawn to MLMs and remain actively involved, even when being
faced with significant losses. This study aims to explore why participants persist under such
conditions and what drives their continued commitment. Previous research has examined this
issue from the perspective of Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2012) and by means of
the MLM’s exploitation of psychological characteristics (Dixon et al., 2023), but this study aims

to explore the issue through the lens of Escalation of Commitment.

Applying Escalation of Commitment provides deeper insight into how specific MLM
practices actively foster continued investment among participants, even in the face of mounting
losses. Previous studies (Gro3 & Vriens, 2024; Chan et al., 2022; Luca, 2012) have suggested
to apply Escalation of Commitment to explain why people tend to stay in their unproductive
course of actions. These studies, however, have primarily focused on describing patterns of
persistence instead of identifying the specific psychological strategies and organizational
practices that reinforce it. This thesis addresses this gap by examining how MLM structures
fuel the core mechanisms of Escalation of Commitment to drive participants to continue

investing despite losses.

Research focus

To examine this dynamic more closely, this thesis focuses on a specific branch of MLMs
that provide digital educational services, such as training programs on trading, financial
education, and personal development. This branch is particularly relevant because the service-
based, education-focused nature of the product allows for frequent interaction and ongoing
engagement, enabling MLMs to stay in close contact with participants, provide direct guidance,
and continuously shape their behaviour. By creating a structured learning environment, MLMs

have more opportunities to reinforce Escalation of Commitment over time.

The analysis specifically focused on the positivity-enhancing activities carried out by
the MLM, allowing for a more in-depth examination of this particular aspect while leaving

other elements of its practices outside the scope. This focus is grounded in the idea that such
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activities are closely linked to the cognitive dissonance-reducing mechanisms underlying self-
justification theory. By emphasizing positive interpretations, individuals maintain consistency
between their beliefs and actions, reinterpreting negative outcomes in ways that justify both

their past investments and their decision to continue participating.

Summary

All in all, this thesis focuses on understanding how MLMs use their training programs
to foster Escalation of Commitment among participants, leading them to persist and invest
despite negative outcomes. The analysis has focussed on the positivity-enhancing activities
embedded within these programs and the organization as a whole. The aim is to identify what
these activities entail, how they reinforce a sense of positivity, and why they contribute to

Escalation of Commitment.

These activities are analysed through the lens of four dissonance-reducing mechanisms,
as defined by Pala (2008) and grounded in self-justification theory, which help explain why
participants persist in their involvement (Festinger, 1957). These cognitive dissonance-reducing

mechanisms are:

1. Denial or downplaying of failure.

2 Attribution of failure to personal shortcomings
3. Exaggeration of current benefits

4 Downplaying of alternatives

The thesis seeks to uncover how these mechanisms are activated through positivity-
enhancing practices and how they interact with organizational structures and messaging to
sustain commitment. In doing so, it contributes to a deeper understanding of the psychological

and organizational processes that drive persistence in MLM contexts.
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3. Methods

This thesis has adopted a multi-method qualitative research approach combining
interviews and desk research to explore how Escalation of Commitment can help explain
participant’s continued financial investment in MLMs, despite ongoing losses. This approach
enabled a deeper understanding of how MLMs use positivity-enhancing practices to shape
commitment and belief systems. It is particularly appropriate given the study’s aim to uncover
not only what happens within MLM structures, but also why participants remain engaged,
offering a grounded basis for linking organizational practices to psychological processes of

escalation.

3.1 Case Selection and Description

In this study, a deliberate choice was made to focus on a single case in order to explore
how MLMs use training programs to influence participant commitment. The selected case
involves IM Academy, a multi-level marketing company that combined online education in
financial markets, such as forex and cryptocurrency trading, with a strong emphasis on mindset
development (IYOVIA, 2025). Its training programs positioned personal transformation,
mental discipline, and emotional resilience as essential prerequisites for success. The company
promoted a narrative of disruption and reinvention, presenting itself as a movement that
empowered individuals to break free from limiting beliefs and traditional career paths. IM
Academy also operated through a network marketing structure, where participants were

encouraged to recruit others as part of their own entrepreneurial journey (BusinessWise, 2025).

In late 2024, IM Academy rebranded as Iyovia. Despite the new name, most sources and
participant accounts still refer to the organization as IM Academy. Therefore, the company is
referred to as IM Academy throughout this study to maintain consistency with existing data and
participant references. Shortly before the completion of this thesis, Iyovia suspended its
operations (Truth in Advertising, 2025). This development did not affect the analysis conducted
in this study.

3.2 Data Collection and Sampling

The thesis relies on two primary sources of data: desk research and semi-structured

interviews. The use of a mixed-methods approach enabled to create a deeper understanding of
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what actually happens within training programs by MLMs, facilitating both the identification
of a wide range of positivity-enhancing activities and their interpretation in relation to
mechanisms of Escalation of Commitment. Additionally, this approach allowed for the
inclusion of diverse perspectives, gathering data from people in different roles and with varying

forms of expertise, which strengthened the depth and richness of the analysis.

Desk Research

Desk research involved a semi-systematic review of publicly available sources,
including videos, and podcasts (Snyder, 2019). The selection covered a range of perspectives:
former MLM participants sharing their experiences, investigative journalists mapping out
industry practices and consequences, content by current members directed at their downlines,

and material from social media activists.

This variety of sources helped capture both outsider and insider perspectives, each
bringing something different to the analysis. Stories from former participants and social media
activists gave insight into personal experiences and the considerations around MLM
involvement. Journalistic sources added broader context by summarizing key developments
and activities, often supported by expert opinions and examples. In addition, videos made by
MLM members for their downlines provided a more direct view of how language, behaviour,
and culture are shared within the organization, showing how and what messages are passed

along and reinforced in everyday practice.

Data collection was conducted using search terms such as ‘Multi-Level Marketing’,
‘MLM’, ‘IM Academy’, ‘Iyovia’, and ‘MLM training’ across publicly accessible platforms like
YouTube and Google. In addition to these searches, a number of sources were recommended or

were already known due to prior engagement with the topic.

When selecting these sources, specific criteria were considered. These criteria were
related to the thesis’s focus on content concerning MLMs with structured training programs,
such as IM Academy. For example, preference was given to sources that specifically focus on
IM Academy or similar MLMs. Content from MLMs without training structures comparable to
those of IM Academy was excluded, as it did not align with the thesis’s focus on structured
training programs. Also, the credibility of content creators was a key consideration, with

preference given to former members or outsiders demonstrating a clear understanding of MLM
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practices through lived experience or investigative work. Lastly, content was selected based on
its purpose, with a preference for informative and reflective material rather than purely

promotional or anecdotal sources.

The collected sources served as empirical material for a qualitative analysis. They were
analysed to identify recurring positivity-enhancing techniques and to interpret how such
practices may contribute to processes of Escalation of Commitment among participants. By
examining what takes place within training programs offered by MLMs, and how this affects
participants, the analysis aimed to uncover the structure and content of these programs as well
as their impact on participants. This helped to explore not only how specific practices are
reinforced within MLM training environments, but also how these practices influence

participant behaviour as a result.

Not all content from each source was used; only those parts that addressed MLM
training structures and positivity-enhancing practices were analysed. For example, in episode
seven of the Dutch podcast ‘Waanzinnige belofte’, the hosts speak with several former members
and attend an event, hoping to interview high-ranking ex-uplines from IM Academy. While the
event yielded no relevant data and was excluded from the analysis, the conversations with

former members at the start, as well as the episode’s conclusion, provided valuable insights.

An overview of the selected sources is provided in table 1, indicating how each source
is cited in the results chapter and the length of the source. While not every source was fully
included in the results, all were thoroughly analysed, and quotes may originate from any part

of the source.

Table 1:

Overview of data sources used.

Source: Cited as: Source length:
Waanzinnige belofte, episode 1 (podcast) Dutch podcast WB 1 35 minutes
Waanzinnige belofte, episode 2 (podcast) Dutch podcast WB 2 30 minutes
Waanzinnige belofte, episode 3 (podcast) Dutch podcast WB 3 37 minutes
Waanzinnige belofte, episode 4 (podcast) Dutch podcast WB 4 40 minutes
Waanzinnige belofte, episode 5 (podcast) Dutch podcast WB 5 34 minutes
Waanzinnige belofte, episode 6 (podcast) Dutch podcast WB 6 40 minutes
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Waanzinnige belofte, episode 7 (podcast)

James Jani: The Multilevel Marketing Cults: Lies,
Pyramid Schemes, and the Pursuit of Financial
Freedom. (Video)

Omroep Brabant: Jongeren stappen uit
'piramidespel' en zien dan wat het heeft
aangericht. (Video)

Always Marco: Infiltrating a Pyramid scheme: IM
Academy. (Video)

Always Marco: Exposing The Cult: IM Academy.
(Video)

Chism Prism: My Horror Story Inside a
Forex/Crypto Pyramid Scheme: Exposing IM
Academy. (Video)

Bloomberg Originals: The Trading Guru and His
Money-Losing Disciples. (Video)

Mickey Atkins: Therapist Explains the Psychology
of MLM's | Are You Being Manipulated?. (Video)

LWT: Multilevel Marketing: Last Week Tonight
with John Oliver. (Video)

The Trading ‘Cult’ Separating Children From
Their Families | Cowboy Kings of Crypto. (Video)
Kaci jackson: the truth about why I left IM
Mastery Academy | IM Academy exposed | female
forex trader. (video)

Sam Bradbury: Is IML / IM Academy a Scam?
My honest review after 4 years with the company!
(Video)

Ty Stevenson: What is IM Academy? (Video)

Brandon Boyd: Convention recap. (Video)

Dutch podcast WB 7
Social Media
Activist JJ

Media OB

Social Media
Activist AM1
Social Media
Activist AM2
Former
member/social
media activist CP

Media BO

Social Media
Activist/therapist
MA

Media LW

Media CK

Former member KJ

Former member SB

Upline TS
Upline BB

50 minutes

29 minutes

16 minutes

31 minutes

27 minutes

24 minutes

8 minutes

57 minutes

32 minutes

23 minutes

11 minutes

13 minutes

14 minutes

40 minutes
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Interviews

Semi-structured interviews complemented desk research by offering in-depth,
experience-based insights into the mechanisms that contribute to participants' persistence
within MLLM structures. These insights helped to further explore why MLM practices may lead
to self-justification and contribute to Escalation of Commitment, particularly when participants
continue investing despite mounting costs or doubts. Conducting interviews proved especially
valuable, as it enabled direct conversations with experts about the connection between what
takes place in MLM training programs and participant behaviours linked to self-justification
theory. This approach helped build a deeper understanding of why MLM practices, through

positivity-enhancing activities, may fuel Escalation of Commitment (Baarda et al., 2005).

To ensure a diversity of perspectives, three interviews of approximately one hour each
were conducted individually with experts representing different fields of expertise and
experience related to MLM. The sampling of these interviews was purposive, guided by several
criteria to ensure the relevance, credibility, and alignment of both sources and interviewees with
the research objectives. It was essential that each respondent had active involvement in
researching or monitoring MLM practices and had been in contact with (former) participants to
incorporate those lived experiences into their insights. Additionally, participants were chosen
to ensure that each brought a distinct perspective on the research topic, allowing for a more
comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon from multiple angles. As a result, the sample
consists of individuals with varied professional backgrounds and expertise, offering a balanced

and multifaceted view of how commitment and belief are reinforced within MLM system:s.

The first interviewee (“Respondent 17) had personal ties to individuals involved in IM
Academy and joined the organization briefly as part of his own independent research. This
interview focused on what happens within the MLM structure and the underlying motivations
that make it difficult for participants to walk away. The second interview was conducted with a
lawyer (“Respondent 2”) who actively advocates against MLMs and has represented and
supported multiple former MLM participants, including some connected to IM Academy. This
conversation focussed on the techniques MLMs use to retain participants and how these
strategies are able to sustain themselves over time. The third interviewee was a member of the
anti-MLM community (“Respondent 3”’) who contributes to online articles and videos aimed at
informing people on the consequences of joining an MLM. As a teacher, he offered valuable

insights into the design and delivery of MLM training programs, highlighting how these differ
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from traditional (non-MLM) learning environments and why they are particularly effective at

reinforcing commitment.

Table 2:

Overview of interviews with experts

Cited as Expertise Date of Language of Length
interview interview

Respondent 1 Former insider ~ May 7%, 2025 Dutch 22 pages of
and observer transcript

Respondent 2 Former attorney ~ May 19", 2025  English 17 pages of
MLM cases transcript

Respondent 3 Social media May 21%, 2025  English 16 pages of
activist transcript

Data collection for the interviews was guided by a semi-structured format, allowing for
consistency across core topics while leaving room to explore insights specific to each
interviewee’s expertise. Since each respondent had a different background and area of expertise,
it was necessary to vary the interview questions. Each interview guide was tailored to the
specific focus of the conversation, while still being informed by the overarching research
interest in what happens within MLM training programs, which factors motivate participants to
stay involved despite setbacks, and how these are connected to self-justification. A consolidated
interview guide can be found in Appendix A. All interviews began with introductory questions
to clarify the interviewee’s background and determine which themes could be further explored
at a later stage in the conversation. This was followed by questions related to the thesis, using
a combination of open-ended and confirmatory questions. The open-ended questions aimed to
encourage respondents to share their insights without too much guidance. They were invited to
think critically or to express their initial thoughts and reflections. The confirmatory questions,
in turn, aimed to test whether respondents recognized or related to specific ideas or experiences
that aligned with insights from earlier interviews or the findings from the desk research. This
combination proved valuable, as it enabled both the exploration of new perspectives and the

validation of emerging patterns.
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3.3 Data Analysis

The combination of desk research and semi-structured interviews provided a rich and
diverse empirical foundation to explore how positivity-enhancing practices within MLM
training programs contribute to processes of Escalation of Commitment. To analyse this data in
a way that allowed for both inductive exploration and conceptual clarity, the Gioia method was
used. This qualitative approach is well suited for making sense of complex social processes by
translating lived experiences and observed practices into structured theoretical insights (Gioia
et al., 2013). It enabled the study to stay close to participants' voices while gradually building
towards abstract themes that explain why individuals continue to invest in MLMs despite

personal or financial setbacks.

All textual data, including interview transcripts, video transcripts and podcast transcripts
generated using Al tools, were imported into Atlas.ti for systematic coding and comparative
analysis. The coding followed the Gioia methodology’s three-stage structure: identifying first
order concepts, developing second order themes, and synthesizing aggregate dimensions. This
allowed for a coherent and transparent process of analysing different types of data within a

unified analytical framework.

In the first stage, open coding was used to identify first order concepts such as
descriptions of specific activities, beliefs, or experiences that reflected the MLM training
programs and participant’s motivators to (continue) participate. These initial codes were
focused on capturing positivity-enhancing elements within MLM training programs and their
emotional, cognitive, or behavioural effects on members. By remaining close to the language
used in the material, this phase ensured that emerging insights were grounded in actual data.
Exemplary 1%-order concepts are ‘The plan’s Promise of Success,” ‘Mindset Impacting
Decision-Making’ and ‘The Need to Belong’. The codebook consisting of alle 1%-order

concepts including their code, definition and exemplary quotes can be found in Appendix B.

Next, axial coding helped to cluster these concepts into broader second order themes.
These themes revealed recurring patterns across sources and highlighted overarching categories
that organize related first order concepts into coherent clusters of meaning. This stage
illuminated not just what happens in MLM training environments, but why these practices may
contribute to the decision of participants to continue participating. Exemplary second order
themes are ‘Voices of Success’, ‘Training as a Success Roadmap’ and ‘Effort-Focussed

Learning Environment.’
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Finally, the second order themes were synthesized into higher-level aggregate
dimensions. These dimensions form the core of the forthcoming results chapter and serve as a
conceptual model that explains the Escalation of Commitment within MLM contexts. They help
clarify how MLMs reinforce continued investment by fuelling self-justification, in line with

Escalation of Commitment theory.

This resulted in dimensions which represent the core categories that summarize the
elements of the theoretical contribution of the research. These dimensions were not predefined
but emerged inductively from the data through the analysis process. Specifically, this thesis’
analysis led to the identification of ‘Uplines as Reinforcers of Belief,” ‘Strategic Training and
Content Design’ and ‘An Immersive Learning Environment’ as the core aggregate dimensions.
A complete overview of the first-order concepts, second-order themes, and aggregate

dimensions can be found in Figure 1 and Appendix C.

Chapter 4 will present and organize the results around these newly developed
dimensions. Structuring the results chapter in this way ensures the analysis is both clear and
firmly grounded in the data. This inductive approach enhances the transparency and rigor of the
study by directly linking empirical findings to theoretical insights on Escalation of

Commitment.

3.4 Limitations

While this thesis provides valuable insights into the mechanisms of training programs
offered by MLMs, several limitations must be considered. First, the study relies heavily on
publicly available sources, such as videos and podcasts. This reliance introduces potential
biases related to accessibility and credibility (Tracy, 2024). Regarding accessibility, the decision
not to obtain a personal membership with IM Academy limited the researcher’s ability to
directly observe training sessions. As a result, interpretations are based on first- and second-
hand accounts from former MLM participants and expert commentators. In terms of credibility,
some sources reflect subjective perspectives and may omit objective details due to the goal of
the content. This selective disclosure is especially relevant given the controversial reputation of
MLMs and their occasional association with pyramid schemes. Some sources aim to highlight
what is wrong with the MLM, while others seek to emphasize its strengths. In other words,
certain sources may intentionally downplay critical aspects of the organization or present them

in an overly negative or positive light, which complicates transparent and balanced analysis.
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Figure 1:
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The decision not to participate in IM Academy as an active member was driven by a
combination of ethical concerns, limited time, and the impracticality of conducting covert
research. In MLM contexts, openly identifying oneself as a researcher can strongly influence
participant behaviour, often resulting in curated or strategic self-presentation aligned with the
organization's promotional image. This performativity would have likely constrained access to
candid perspectives and authentic experiences. Consequently, the research design prioritized
interviews and desk research to ensure ethical integrity and minimize distortion, despite the

trade-off of reduced first-hand immersion (Kang & Hwang, 2021).

Furthermore, the qualitative nature of this study introduces challenges related to
subjectivity and interpretation. Interview data are shaped by self-reporting biases, meaning
participants may present their experiences in ways that align with social expectations or
personal narratives. Additionally, while the Gioia method (Gioia et al., 2013) offers a structured
approach for organizing qualitative data, it still requires researcher interpretation when
developing themes and categories. To mitigate this, transparency in coding decisions was
prioritized, and analytical choices were refined through feedback and critical reflection.
Throughout the research process, the researcher maintained reflexive awareness of personal

assumptions, particularly in light of the polarizing nature of MLMs.

Finally, the generalisability of the findings must be carefully considered. This study does
not aim for statistical generalisability but instead seeks theoretical generalisability by
identifying patterns that may apply to similar organizational contexts (Nikolopoulou, 2023).
However, the strength of theoretical generalisation depends on the diversity and
representativeness of the sample. Efforts were made to include participants with varying levels
of engagement, different backgrounds, and diverse experiences with MLMs. Nonetheless, a
greater and more diverse sample could have added further depth. For example, by conducting
interviews with (former) members who have direct experiences with the organization, who may
offer more detailed insight into internal dynamics and what motivated them to continue

participating.

3.5 Ethical considerations

To address ethical considerations, efforts will be made to present findings responsibly,
avoiding misrepresentation or decontextualization of data. The research will ensure that all

interview participants provide informed consent, with clear communication regarding their



rights, the purpose of the study, and how their data will be used. Participants will be informed
about the voluntary nature of their participation, their right to withdraw at any moment, and any
foreseeable risks or benefits. Anonymity and confidentiality will be maintained to protect
participants’ identities and sensitive information. Data will be stored securely and archived for
a minimum of five years in line with APA recommendations (Smith, 2003), to allow for

verification and accountability while safeguarding confidentiality.

When using publicly available documents, careful consideration was given to the
selection and interpretation of content. Only information clearly intended for public use was
included, and posts containing personal or identifiable data were either avoided or anonymized
when necessary. Moreover, attention was paid to the context in which statements were made to

avoid misrepresentation.
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4. Results

This chapter presents the empirical findings of the study, structured around key dimensions that
reveal how Multi-Level Marketing (MLM) organizations sustain participant commitment. Each
section addresses specific mechanisms through which belief, engagement, and persistence are
reinforced. First, it explores the role of uplines as central actors in reinforcing belief and
commitment. Second, it examines the strategic design of training content, which reinforces
belief in the system and encourages ongoing investment. Third, it highlights how the learning
environment can be described as immersive, promoting interaction, positivity, and active
engagement among participants. Each dimension is supported by illustrative quotes, derived
from interviews and desk research, and reflects a process of self-justification that drives

Escalation of Commitment.

4.1 Dimension 1: Uplines as Reinforcers of Belief

The first dimension highlights how MLMs strategically mobilize uplines as reinforcers
of belief to sustain participant engagement. Positioned as both mentors and role models, uplines
play a pivotal role in shaping the participant experience. Their involvement is not incidental but
structurally incentivized by the MLM’s commission-based system, which rewards them for
both recruiting and retaining downlines. By offering guided support, embodying the voice of
success, and sustaining a cycle of teaching and repeating, uplines contribute to a process of self-
justification among participants. They instil a belief in the MLM which ultimately reinforces

commitment even when tangible results remain out of reach.

Guided Support

In MM structures, uplines are not only expected but also incentivized to motivate and
support their downlines. This support often takes a directive form, as uplines have a strong
interest in keeping their recruits engaged and active. As respondent 1 noted: “So basically, the
reason they are so determined and motivated is because of the motivator of earning money. And

2

because they have seen it before and know that it works.

Uplines support their downlines in various ways. For example, a former member
described in the Dutch podcast WB7 a upline who genuinely engaged on a personal level: “He

also helped many people on a mental level. He was a very good listener and gave excellent
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advice. And he really did his best to understand you, so to speak.” Yet, this kind of emotional
support often goes hand in hand with steering recruits toward deeper commitment. As
respondent 3 noted: “They're saying: OK, you're really good at this. Keep doing it in this

direction so it's going to commit you to this business and bring in more people.”

Downlines often accept this guidance because they are actively searching for direction
and place trust in their upline. This is described by respondent 3: “They're just looking for that
guidance. And a lot of these MLMs lean on individuals that are so used to showing up to class
and the teacher telling them what to do.” As respondent 3 adds: “These people have the answer.

’

So you rely on them and you build trust with them.’

This trust opens the door for uplines to push persistence, even in the face of failure:
“The recruiter will say: all you have to do is just stick to it.” To maintain consistency between
belief and action, participants follow the instructions of their upline. As a result, participants
are exposed to certain actions and narratives, are directed to act accordingly, and eventually

come to believe in them, with each step further strengthening that belief.

Voices of Success

In MLMs, uplines are strategically deployed to inspire and activate their downlines.
Some of the higher-ranked uplines are selected as ambassadors not only for their charisma and
storytelling skills, but also based on whether they have a compelling personal success story, so-
called hero stories. As Respondent 3 explained the narrative of such a hero story: “I/ was in such
a terrible situation... then I had this sudden realization... It turned around everything in my
business... because I committed... from not making anything, to now making everything work

in my life.”

As a result, uplines take on an active role in sharing both their own stories and those of
others within the MLM. By continuously reinforcing the idea that success is achievable through
commitment and belief in the system, they become walking testimonials of what is possible. As
social media activist JJ observes, “You're showered with more stories about others in the

’

company who are living the dream.’

To maximize impact, MLMs carefully match ambassadors to specific demographic
groups, selecting people who resemble their target audience while delivering the same

underlying message. This tactic contributes to a form of celebrity endorsement, where
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downlines begin to admire and aspire these figures: “His true believers worship him. He is

somebody that we all love, we all respect, we all admire”. (media CK)

The result is a highly persuasive narrative system that, through constant repetition of
success stories, aims to normalize achievement. As participants internalize these messages, they
begin to believe that the benefits of the MLM are real and proven, where shortcomings in the
system are not possible and alternative options cannot lead to the same outcomes. The logic

becomes: if others succeed, the system must work.

A Cycle of Teaching and Repeating

In MLM structures, uplines benefit directly when their downlines start building teams
themselves. As a result, they are encouraged to actively train and guide their downlines. As
respondent 2 explained: "You know you have to be willing to be a product of the product. They
talk a lot about duplication."” This duplication flows downward: "They will teach their downline
to use that, and their downline will teach their downline, and that process continues all the way

down the chain.”

Uplines use direct instructions to actively guide and train their downlines in building
and maintaining their own teams. As described in Dutch podcast WB2: “So he explains how to
do that. Create a culture within your team that makes people want to stay, that makes it feel like
family, like home.” However, uplines also instruct indirectly, as their behaviour is mirrored and
internalized by downlines without the need for explicit guidance. A former member of IM
Academy described in Dutch podcast WB7: “Without being directly told, you just went along
with the vibe. Someone would walk in and you'd stand up: ‘Yo bro, welcome,’ and so on.” This
happens through constant repetition of behaviour and language, which reinforces the message

at every level.

This system works because participants are incentivized to build and retain committed
downlines and are taught that guiding others is essential to achieving success themselves. Social
media activist JJ describes what message is continuously reinforced: “Invest in their business,
encouraging them to stay positive, to reach out to as many people as possible. You need these

’

recruits to stay on board. They're essential to the dream.’

This leads participants from “sharer to believer to builder to achiever and beyond,”

reinforcing belief and exaggerating benefits. This cycle of instruction and imitation ultimately
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results in convincing both others and oneself of the benefits of the MLM structure. Because
participants are directed and incentivized to spread certain behaviours and narratives, they begin
to act accordingly and create a story that they themselves increasingly start to believe as they

continue to spread it.

4.2 Dimension 2: Strategic Content and Training Design

The second dimension reveals how MLMs strategically design their training to keep
participants engaged and committed. These programs promote the promise and perceived
attainability of success, while encouraging participants to invest financially and become more
involved. The content reinforces belief in success through a clear step-by-step plan, mindset
training, and growth opportunities within the system. Through this strategic design, in which
participants are actively steered to remain positive and focused on success, MLMs foster a
process of self-justification: they are taught to rationalize their commitment and setbacks, which

reinforces persistence even when concrete results remain absent.

Training as a Success Roadmap

Training programs offered by MLMs often present success as a clear and achievable
outcome through a step-by-step plan that anyone can follow. This sense of accessibility is
central to their appeal and serves as a key part of the promise of success. As respondent 2
described: “The whole thing is based on this positive feeling, like that anyone can do this.” The
structured nature of the training is seen as a key advantage in comparison to alternatives: “Of
course, there is much more information available on YouTube. However, IM explains it as a

’

step-by-step plan ™.

The plan presents success as a process, implying that delayed results are normal and to
be expected. This framing serves to normalize early financial losses, portraying them as
necessary. As a former participant recalled in Dutch podcast WB7: “I lost quite a bit of my own
money in the first six months. That was a calculated risk. I was aware that I was investing it.

Like, okay, if I lose this, I can't complain, because I chose to do it.”

The step-by-step plan strongly emphasizes individual effort, repeatedly framing success
or failure as the participant’s personal responsibility. As noted by respondent 1: “You re not

doing enough, you need to put in more time. That’s really emphasized, its your own
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responsibility.” If someone does not succeed, it is framed as a personal shortcoming rather than
a flaw in the system. This is described by respondent 2: “The recruiter will say theres nothing
wrong with the plan. The plan is perfect. You just need to stick with it and follow it, don t invent

your own ways.”’

At the same time, if success is achieved, the program takes indirect credit according to
respondent 1: “The system is really glorified. Like, you did it yourself, but without this, you
couldn 't have.” In this way, the step-by-step plan functions as both a symbol of success and a
justification for failure. When outcomes are positive, the plan is celebrated as the reason behind
the achievement. When success is not reached, the fault is placed on the individual for not
following the plan closely enough. This dual role leads participants to exaggerate the plan’s
benefits and deny its shortcomings, causing them to blame themselves and persist rather than

question the system.

Mindset Development

As part of the training program, much emphasis is placed on developing the “right”
mindset. Participants are told that true success originates from within, driven by energy, belief,
and the power of manifestation. As explained in Dutch podcast WB4, “Mindset is one of the
priorities. If you join IM, you get a lot of lessons about how to think.” This aligns with the
common message: “Success is not a matter of doing. It is a matter of being. Let’s talk about

your mindset.”

In Dutch podcast WB2 is described how members are actively encouraged to improve
their mindset through visualization, goal setting, and positive thinking. This focus stimulates
specific thought patterns and optimism. “Success is something you are. It's the level of energy
and vibration. Set goals, learn from setbacks, visualize what you want. Become it first, then it
comes to you.” Another said, “The more I think positively, the more I think about money or the

life I want, it will manifest. It’s like placing an order with the universe.”

This mindset is reinforced in group settings, where shared moments of celebration and
spoken intentions are seen as acts of manifestation. Respondent 1 described this setting: “/ have
seen videos of an office with 10 to 15 people clapping and cheering when someone enters.” The
co-interviewer reflected, “I know clapping as a form of manifestation. You express your vision.

>

For example: ‘Next year I'll earn 1 million,’ and then everyone claps.’
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Ultimately, the program promotes a mindset so deeply ingrained that both the way of
thinking and the MLM become part of one’s identity. This was described in Media BO: “They
have an entire philosophy around relying on yourself. IM must become a part of who you are.”
Participants are encouraged to focus solely on progress and positivity, leaving little room for
doubt or critical reflection. As a result, small wins are magnified and setbacks are not seen as
external or structural issues, but as personal shortcomings. Many begin to internalize failure as
a sign that they simply did not believe strongly enough or work hard enough. As one participant
put it: “They indoctrinate you with self-help and force you to stay positive. If things go wrong,

it’s your fault. You weren t positive or hardworking enough.”

Learning to Grow Internally

Another core component embedded in the training program is the opportunity to grow
within the system itself. While trading is initially presented as the primary path to success,
participants are also rewarded for contributing to the MLM via network marketing and a low-
barrier ranking system. As a former member of IM Academy in Dutch podcast WB7 7 recalled,
they started recruiting after being told: "I see that you have a thousand followers on Instagram.
... Even if you manage to bring in five percent of those guys, you're already at P600. That way,

my focus automatically shifted to recruiting people."

These growth opportunities are seen as attractive, especially for participants who have
not yet achieved the promised results from trading. Rather than addressing trading setbacks
directly, the system reframes network marketing as both an alternative path and a practical
solution. This is described in media BO: "So what happens is that people join IM, they learn to
trade online, or at least the basics. They start copying and pasting signals and losing money
right away. Pretty early on, a team leader tells them, 'If you want to recoup some of that cash,
you're going to want to start recruiting other people too." Participants go along with this
because the system succeeds in redefining doubts and losses as personal shortcomings. As
respondent 1 describes: “You want to start proving yourself and you don't want them to think
you won't make it, because they think, yes, if I don't make a profit here, then it's my own fault

and I'm actually a loser”.

34



Once participants begin engaging in network marketing, the training expands to help
them become better at recruiting and mentoring of downlines. As a result, the program’s focus
shifts away from trading and toward recruitment. As former member SB noted: "And then they
started teaching just how to use the tools. They also started teaching us as representatives to

show people how to use the tools, because if people were reliant on the tools."

Still, many find personal value in this shift. As described by respondent 1: "Yes, I think
they also focus on personal development, teaching skills that you can't learn anywhere else,
that you don't learn at school, and so on. I think those are also things that make people stay
and say, ‘This isn't just about making money, but even if I don't make much profit, I'm getting
to know myself better.” However, switching to network marketing does not offer a complete
solution for compensating the losses that have been incurred, as it encourages investments as
well. As a former member explains in the Dutch podcast WB7: “But I personally noticed, for
example, that the money was really going out a lot faster. When [ was involved in it, because of

all the etiquettes, all the mandatory things, travel costs.”

To conclude, MM participants are encouraged to develop skills and engage in network
marketing, which creates a sense of progress and success within the system. These growth
opportunities reinforce their belief in the MLM model, leading them to adopt and promote its

practices while compensating for past losses.

4.3 Dimension 3: An Immersive Learning Environment

The third dimension highlights how MLMs create an immersive learning environment
that helps sustain participant involvement. This environment is a core part of the training
program and is often perceived by participants as its main added value. By fostering connection,
spreading positivity, and encouraging an active attitude, the learning environment reinforces
self-justification. It draws participants deeper into the organization, increasing their likelihood

to persist.

A shared Learning Environment

MLMs that offer training programs create a learning environment in which social
interaction are at the core of the experience. These environments are not just about acquiring

knowledge but about who you learn with. As respondent 3 put it, "/¢'s all about coming together,
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right? It's about building that community and culture. So it's not always about what you learn;
it's who you're learning it with." This emphasis on belonging taps into participants’ need for
connection, especially among younger people according to media OB: "For young people, it is
very common that this community, this desire to belong, to do something with your life, to find

meaning, sounds very attractive."

Many participants described being surrounded by like-minded peers as a major benefit
of joining such a MLM. According to Dutch podcast WB2, they experienced a strong group
atmosphere and a feeling of belonging: "There was a kind of cohesion, a kind of atmosphere of:
I really belong to a club here, a club I can rely on every day." Moreover, learning alongside
like-minded people enhanced their motivation:, as described in media OB: "I am convinced that

you learn a lot from the people around you who all want the same thing."”

Over time, participants come to see the group as their main source of connection, which
makes them increasingly invested in the MLM. They place great value on being part of the
group, which gradually draws them closer to the MLM and deepens their emotional attachment.
However, the feeling of connection can make it harder for participants to critically assess their
situation: "They join and feel at home. So they stay inside and don't want to see that it might
not be real." Being part of the group becomes both a reason to join and a justification to remain
within the MLM: "People know they are losing money, but they stay in because it is their social

circle.” Belonging becomes worth the investment.

A positive Learning Environment

In the learning environment of MLMs, positivity plays a central role. An atmosphere is
carefully constructed to generate collective excitement, celebrate wins and suppress any form
of doubt. As respondent 3 stated: “That's the purpose of getting those groups together: you're
creating this atmosphere and culture around celebrating those wins, ignoring the losses, and
moving on, right.” This approach closely aligns with the program’s dominant mindset ideology,
which frames positivity and belief as essential drivers of success. It is also strategically

promoted as both a recruitment tool and a way to sustain motivation among existing members.

These dynamics unfold both in informal, small group settings and in large, organized
events. On the one hand, participants describe settings filled with compliments, mutual support,

and an almost unconditional enthusiasm. In Dutch podcast WB7, a former member reflected:
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“Lots of love. Lots of hugs. Idolizing. ... But you start to join in a little, partly because everyone
else is doing it. And without even realising it, you get sucked into it. But that was kind of the
atmosphere, relaxed.” The ongoing encouragement and group reinforcement help individuals
start seeing themselves through the group’s praise, strengthening their belief in their own

potential.

On the other hand, massive conferences reinforce the same message on a larger scale,
as described by social media activist JJ: “A conference where countless distributors across the
world come to celebrate the opportunity. Its a spectacle: flashing lights, performances,
motivation, and the dream is once more sold to you.” During these events, speakers share
personal stories and give motivational speeches that focus on mindset as the key to success. The
energy is contagious, as participants amplify each other’s excitement, making the message even

more compelling.

Together, constant exposure to positivity and the glorification of success conditions
participants to exaggerate the benefits of both the MLM and the learning environment they are
part of. As they become more immersed, they are drawn deeper into a culture where overly
positive behaviour and communication are normalized and mutually reinforced. Participants
actively contribute to this atmosphere by encouraging one another, amplifying shared
enthusiasm and belief in the system. This one-sided atmosphere in which negativity is
systematically filtered out, gradually reshapes their perceptions and responses. Over time,
participants begin to align more closely with the norms and excitement of the environment,

while simultaneously distancing themselves from outside perspectives.

An Effort-Focussed Learning Environment

The MLM training environment places strong emphasis on continuous engagement,
encouraging participants to be involved and take an active attitude. Success is consistently
framed as within reach, but only for those who fully commit. Social media activist JJ describes
exemplary phrases used by MLM participants. “You cannot expect to have massive success if
this is something you do in between.” This message promotes a mindset in which high effort

and constant activity are not only encouraged but seen as the necessary path to success.

Being effort-focussed is promoted not solely as a means to personal success, but also as

a moral obligation toward one’s peers. A former member reflected in Dutch podcast WB7:
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“That pressure was very subtle. They would say things like, ‘Because you have a team under
you, you need to show responsibility. Your team will move if you move.’ And then you feel kind
of guilty when you're not there.” This form of social pressure reinforces the idea that presence
and action are signs of integrity and dedication. The result is that participants take on this active

role voluntarily, even when it becomes emotionally or physically draining.

As this constant effort becomes routine and is incentivized via rewards systems,
participants become increasingly immersed in the MLM environment, both socially and
mentally, making it harder to distance themselves. Constant exposure to an overly positive and
highly motivating atmosphere creates a sense of pressure in which slowing down feels like
falling behind. A former member reflected on this in media BO: “You're constantly working.
It's a 24-hour job, and you felt guilty for leaving, or for even just having a few minutes to
yourself.” Also, the environment gradually distances participants from alternative perspectives,
making it harder to recognize setbacks and easier to dismiss outside advice. In media BO the
impact of getting more involved is also reflected: “You're socializing more and more with IM

people and less and less with people from your previous life.”

To conclude, the more time and energy a participant invests in the MLM, the more
involved they become and the more they start to believe in what the MLM claims to offer them.
This is not only due to the frequent exposure to influences that reinforce their belief in the
system, but also because they are given little space to step back and reflect on what they have
become part of. Gradually, they are drawn deeper into the MLM and its learning environment,

while simultaneously becoming more distanced from the world outside of it.
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5. Discussion

This chapter provides an in-depth interpretation of the research findings, outlining how
they contribute to existing theoretical knowledge, offer practical implications, and suggest
directions for future research. By critically reflecting on Escalation of Commitment in Multi-
Level Marketing (MLM) organizations, it reveals how organizational and training structures

actively reinforce participant commitment through self-justification and cognitive dissonance.

5.1 Interpretation of the Results

The findings of this study demonstrate how MLMs strategically design their training
programs and social structures to evoke self-justification among its participants. This
psychological mechanism contributes to Escalation of Commitment, leading participants to
persist despite limited financial returns. Drawing on Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance
theory, which posits that individuals seek to reduce discomfort arising from inconsistencies
between belief and actions, it becomes clear that MLMs offer participants a repertoire of

dissonance-reducing mechanisms that preserve faith in the system and discourage exit.

Dimension 1: Uplines as Reinforcers of Belief

The first dimension shows that uplines play an active and instrumental role in
maintaining organizational belief systems. Far from being passive recruiters, uplines present
themselves as mentors, motivators, and living proof that success is attainable. Their behaviours
are structurally incentivized, as they receive rewards depending on the recruitment and retention
of downlines. This dynamic creates a feedback loop: uplines replicate and reinforce the same

narratives they once internalized.

This structure facilitates attribution of failure to personal shortcomings. If uplines
succeed using the same system, participants are led to believe that their own lack of success
must be due to insufficient belief, effort, or discipline. This perception reduces cognitive
dissonance: the problem is not the system, but the individual. Participants are thus more likely

to double down on effort, seeing persistence as a way to "earn" their place in the system.

Additionally, uplines play a central role in disseminating positivity and success stories.
In doing so, they often exaggerate the perceived benefits of participation while minimizing the

attractiveness of alternative options. Also, this emphasis on only the positive aspects leads to
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setbacks being ignored or downplayed. These narratives are adopted and further circulated by

downlines, reinforcing belief in the system through repeated exposure and social endorsement.

Together, these patterns reinforce self-justification by strengthening participants’ belief
in the MLM system. Festinger’s (1957) foundational cognitive dissonance theory explains that
individuals strive for consistency between beliefs and actions; quitting a failing course would
induce discomfort by suggesting a flawed original choice. Building on this framework,
individuals experience cognitive dissonance-reducing mechanisms that are further reinforced
by their uplines. Thus, participants do not generate this justification solely on their own; uplines
actively promote and shape it through positive framing and encouragement. This collective
reinforcement increases the difficulty of disengagement, as repeated exposure to success

narratives deepens commitment despite mounting contradictory evidence.

Dimension 2: Strategic Content and Training Design

The second dimension highlights how MLMs strategically design their training
programs to reinforce commitment. Rather than positioning success as a fixed, external
outcome, these programs frame it as a personal journey which is attainable through the right
mindset, individual effort, and active participation in the system. Success is presented as a
process that anyone can follow, supported by a step-by-step plan, mindset training, and visible

growth opportunities within the organization.

This framing supports the denial or downplaying of setbacks. The step-by-step plan,
combined with motivational content, promotes the idea that success is always within reach.
Delayed results are normalized and reframed as temporary or even necessary. Participants are
thus encouraged to focus on signs of progress, however minimal, rather than on actual

outcomes.

Furthermore, the emphasis on mindset and personal responsibility attributes failure to
personal shortcomings. When setbacks occur, they are framed as personal shortcomings, such
as a lack of discipline, belief, or consistency, rather than flaws in the system. Growth
opportunities like recruiting help reinforce this narrative by providing alternative ways to feel

successful, even when trading yields little or no return.

Moreover, the structured training content and motivational tone frame success as easily

attainable through consistent effort, prompting participants to exaggerate the benefits of their
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involvement and to downplay or dismiss alternative opportunities. Even minor progress is
interpreted as compelling evidence that greater success is achievable, reinforcing commitment

and minimizing critical evaluation of the MLM system.

These interpretations illustrate how self-justification is systematically embedded in the
design and content of training programs offered by MLMs. While Staw’s work (Brockner,
1992) explains how individuals escalate commitment to defend prior investments, this study
advances that insight by showing how training programs deliberately shape and guide this
escalation. Rather than leaving persistence solely to individual psychology, MLM materials and
training frameworks actively influence participants by reframing setbacks as personal growth
opportunities and presenting continued investment as the only rational choice for success. In
doing so, the organization normalizes continued investment as a logical, socially reinforced

response, rather than merely a personal coping strategy.

Dimension 3: An Immersive Learning

The third dimension highlights the emotionally immersive nature of the learning
environment. These environments are designed to be socially charged, motivational, and highly
engaging. Participants are surrounded by likeminded individuals who reinforce belief and

provide a shared sense of purpose.

This immersive context encourages exaggeration of benefits, particularly social and
emotional ones. Participants often describe feeling inspired, empowered, or part of a larger
movement. These emotional highs create a sense of transformation and connection that is
difficult to find elsewhere. As a result, participants may continue their involvement because
they place significant value on the emotional and social benefits they receive from the group.
These perceived benefits reframe their commitment as a meaningful and commendable choice,

even in the absence of tangible rewards.

Additionally, immersive environments contribute to downplaying alternatives. Other
career paths or income sources are framed (explicitly or implicitly) as less fulfilling, less
exciting or lacking in meaning. The MLM becomes not just a job but a lifestyle, a purpose, and
a community. Leaving would not just mean abandoning an income opportunity; it would mean

giving up on a part of one’s identity.
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This form of identity attachment facilitates self-justification and helps rationalize the
escalation of commitment. While Staw (1976) and Brockner (1992) show that individuals
escalate commitment mainly to defend prior decisions and maintain a consistent self-image,
this study extends their insights by demonstrating that Escalation of Commitment emerges not
only from a need to justify prior decisions to protect their self-image, but also from a genuine
conviction in and valuation of those choices. Specifically, MLMs create immersive, socially
charged learning environments that offer participants a sense of recognition, purpose, and
belonging. These environments do more than trigger self-justification; they make the
experience itself feel increasingly valuable. Consequently, persistence is not just about reducing
dissonance or defending past choices. Instead, participants come to see further investment as
worthwhile in its own right because it secures their place within a valued community and
protects a social identity they are unwilling to lose. This study shows that MLMs do not merely
exploit cognitive dissonance among participants; they actively construct conditions that

transform commitment into a meaningful and deliberate choice, even as costs rise.

Conclusion and Contribution

Across these dimensions, MLMs emerge as highly adaptive environments that
systematically enable and reinforce self-justification through strategically designed training
content, immersive learning environments, and the active role of uplines as reinforcers of belief.
Participants are socialized into cognitive dissonance-reducing mechanisms that preserve
commitment, such as downplaying setbacks, attributing failure to personal shortcomings,
exaggeration of benefits and dismissing alternatives. Crucially, these mechanisms are not
accidental: they are deliberately embedded in MLM structure and culture, shifting the

psychological cost of quitting above the financial cost of staying.

This thesis builds on and advances the foundational work of Staw (1976, 1981) and
Brockner (1992) on Escalation of Commitment. While earlier studies primarily emphasized
how individuals escalate commitment to defend prior decisions, this study demonstrates that,
in the MLM context, Escalation of Commitment is not simply an individual response but
something that is actively steered by MLMs through strategic conditioning. MLMs deliberately
foster self-justification by designing training programs that extend beyond skill development;
they create controlled environments where belief systems are shaped, identity attachment is

deepened, and persistence is framed as both logical and rational. By positioning their programs
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as learning opportunities, MLMs secure both legitimacy and the latitude to systematically
influence participants, continually persuading them that ongoing investment is warranted and
necessary. In this way, Escalation of Commitment emerges from a dynamic interplay between
organizational structures and psychological mechanisms: participants believe they are engaged
in genuine learning, while organizational design systematically conditions them to maintain and

deepen their commitment.

Furthermore, this study advances the MLM literature by explaining why participants
continue investing despite clear financial losses. While Self-Determination Theory (Deci &
Ryan, 1985, 2012) shows that motivation comes from fulfilling needs like autonomy, affiliation
and competence, it does not explain why quitting is so hard. This thesis demonstrates that
MLMs design their programs to embed participants in a social identity that actively promotes
Escalation of Commitment through self-justification processes. Rather than just describing
what motivates participants to continue, this study extends the knowledge on persistence of
MLM participants by explaining why elements of the organizational design of MLMs offering
a training program contribute to the inability to stop. Building on Dixon et al. (2023) and
Makore et al. (2023), who show that participants choose to invest further because of alignment
with their personal values and psychological traits, this thesis shifts the focus to how MLMs
actively constrain exit and sustain continued investment through deliberate organizational

design.

To conclude, this study links MLM organizational design with Escalation of
Commitment (Staw, 1976; Brockner, 1992) and complements Festinger’s (1957) cognitive
dissonance theory and Brockner’s (1992) self-justification model. It enriches existing
psychological explanations by demonstrating that persistent commitment in MLMs is not
merely a passive byproduct of individual bias, but the outcome of strategically constructed
organizational design aimed at sustaining investment and constraining exit, thereby bridging
psychological and organizational explanations for participants’ persistent disengagement

difficulties.

5.3 Practical Implications

This thesis shows that Escalation of Commitment occurs in MLM contexts, partly driven
by self-justification. By using positivity enhancing activities in their training programs, MLMs

activate cognitive dissonance reducing mechanisms. These help participants cope with failed
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investments by making new ones even when evidence suggests otherwise. As a result, they may
ignore warning signs, justify prior investments and remain involved despite repeated setbacks.
If these dynamics remain unaddressed, participants may continue investing time and money
despite repeated losses. This not only leads to financial harm but also limits individuals’ ability

to critically reassess their involvement.

These findings align with previous research on Escalation of Commitment and cognitive
dissonance, which demonstrate how structured environments and group pressure can reinforce
irrational decisions. They highlight the need to critically examine the psychological and
structural mechanisms used in MLM systems, especially within training programs offered by
MLMs. In this regard, consumer education initiatives by organizations such as the FTC and
TINA.org could benefit from these insights. Current educational materials often focus on
helping consumers recognize deceptive recruitment claims or unrealistic income promises. This
thesis suggests that consumer education should address how training programs offered by
MLMs subtly foster persistence by embedding mechanisms of positivity, social reinforcement,
and success narratives within their training content and immersive learning environments. By
teaching consumers to identify these less visible psychological tactics, FTC and TINA.org can
better equip individuals to critically evaluate ongoing participation, not just entry. Concrete
measures include developing workshops, toolkits, or awareness campaigns that explain how
these dynamics work and how participants can recognize when they are escalating commitment

against their own interest.

Regulation plays a key role in this process by setting boundaries for what MLMs can
promote and how they engage participants. This includes requiring uplines to disclose their
personal financial incentives linked to participants’ continued investment, prohibiting the
promotion of financial investments during training sessions, and imposing a monthly cap on
the number of hours participants can spend in group meetings, trainings, or seminars. Without
such action, vulnerable individuals may continue to overestimate future gains and ignore past
losses. This underlines the importance of further research into how MLM structures influence
continued commitment, alongside the development of clear regulatory frameworks and
educational initiatives that address these harmful dynamics. These steps are essential to prevent

long-term harm and ensure more ethical business practices.
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5.4 Critical Reflection on the Limitations of the Research

This study combined desk research with interviews, which proved valuable by bringing
together diverse insights from different areas of expertise and experience levels. However, the
findings may not be fully reliable due to several limitations. The researcher’s outsider position
in relation to the MLM world may have influenced the interpretation of data. While this distance
allowed for a more critical perspective, it may also have limited the ability to fully grasp the
emotional and identity-related dimensions of participant experiences. Without an insider view,
some implicit meanings or motivational nuances might have remained underexplored,
potentially leading to a more rational analysis of a phenomenon that is often deeply emotional

and immersive in practice.

Additionally, the topic of MLM is sensitive, especially for (former) participants and
those closely involved, as it often touches on personal struggles, financial loss, and feelings of
failure, regret or shame. Emotions may influence how people recount their experiences, or lead
them to intentionally omit certain stories. While this was taken into account during the
interviews, it could not be controlled in the data used during desk research. These limitations
stems from a deliberate methodological choice: the researcher opted not to gain direct
experience within the organization or its training program. Consequently, personal

interpretation was minimized, but this also meant relying on the (subjective) accounts of others.

These limitations may have affected the study’s validity by reducing the depth and
consistency of the data. In future research, this could be addressed by conducting direct
interviews with former MLM participants, allowing for greater contextual control and a more
nuanced understanding of personal experiences. Combining this with observational methods or

participant diaries could further enhance data reliability.

5.5 Directions for Further Research.

This study focused on positivity-enhancing activities used by MLMs offering training
programs, particularly in relation to self-justification and Escalation of Commitment. While this
focus provided valuable insights, it also excluded certain behaviours. For instance, negative or
delegitimizing messages, such as labelling those who quit as “losers” or encouraging
participants to distance themselves from negative influences outside of the MLM, were found
in desk research but intentionally left out due to the study's emphasis on positivity. Future

research could broaden the scope by exploring whether Escalation of Commitment can also be
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triggered by negatively framed behaviours, and by identifying the specific cognitive

dissonance-reducing mechanisms that underlie these responses.

Additionally, this study examined MLMs that offer training as their main product.
Unlike product-based MLMs, these systems primarily engage participants as learners seeking
growth. Even without engaging in recruitment or sales, participation in the training creates a
strong psychological tie to the MLM by making participants feel dependent on the organization
for achieving success. This gives organizations more opportunities to influence participants'
commitment and mindset. Future studies could compare training-based and product-based

MLMs to examine whether self-justification functions differently across models.

Lastly, this thesis focused specifically on self-justification as a mechanism behind
Escalation of Commitment. While other theories were relevant, they were not explored in depth.
Future research could expand the analytical scope by incorporating frameworks such as
prospect theory or the sunk cost effect to determine whether Escalation of Commitment is the
most suitable lens only because of self-justification, or whether these alternative theories offer

additional explanatory value.

To conclude, based on this thesis’s research focus, Escalation of Commitment has
proven to be a useful framework for understanding why MLM participants persist despite
mounting losses. Future research could build on this by broadening the research focus,
comparing different types of MLMs, and integrating other theoretical perspectives such as
prospect theory and the sunk cost effect to gain a more comprehensive understanding of

participant behaviour.
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6. Conclusion and Summary:

“The biggest scam would be to sort of promote a service and it’s actually, you know,
they’re entirely focused on recruiting other people.” This striking observation from a social
media activist captures the frustration and confusion many experience within training programs
offered by Multi-Level Marketing (MLM) systems. The programs present themselves as
learning opportunities but are primarily designed to retain participants, strengthen their
commitment, encourage ongoing financial investment, and actively motivate them to recruit
new members, thereby sustaining and expanding the MLM network. It raises a critical question:
why do individuals continue to invest time and money in these training programs that contain
contradictions and result in unmet goals and significant financial losses? This thesis explored
why Escalation of Commitment can help explain this persistence by examining how the
organizational design of the MLM and psychological mechanisms work together to sustain

ongoing financial investment. It addressed the following central research question:

"How can Escalation of Commitment theory help to explain the influence of Multi-Level
Marketing (MLM) organizational design on participants' decisions to persist in financially

investing, even as they incur increasing costs?"

In order to answer the research question, this thesis focussed on examining how MLMs
use positivity-enhancing practices within their training programs to foster Escalation of
Commitment. Specifically, it explored four dissonance-reducing mechanisms that participants
exhibit in response to these practices, which may indicate the presence of self-justification. By
identifying how these dissonance-reducing mechanisms give rise to self-justification, this study
provides insight into how positivity-enhancing activities in MLMs contribute to Escalation of

Commitment.

The findings reveal that MLMs strategically integrate organizational design with
psychological processes to sustain participant commitment over time. The combination of their
organizational design and the setup of their training programs is specifically aimed at steering
participants toward ongoing investment, even in the face of setbacks and limited financial
returns. Training programs serve as the ideal cover for influencing participants, as they provide
frequent direct interaction with participants and carry the legitimacy to guide behaviours that
participants interpret as benefiting their own development or success. As a result, these
programs appear to offer valuable knowledge, while their primary function is to condition

participants to justify past investments and to encourage further financial commitment.
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The analysis primarily focused on identifying patterns that demonstrate what MLMs do
within their training programs to fuel Escalation of Commitment. Based on this, it became clear
that they foster continued commitment by enabling uplines to motivate and inspire downlines
about the MLM’s opportunities, strategically tailoring content to normalize ongoing
investments and frame setbacks as temporary or insignificant, and creating an immersive
learning environment that draws participants closer to the MLM while distancing them from
non-MLM alternatives. This is reinforced by an organizational design that incentivizes uplines
to consistently apply these strategies, ensuring that the practices introduced by the MLM are

actively maintained and propagated by participants themselves.

Overall, the findings show that the training program is designed to expose participants
to cognitive dissonance-reducing mechanisms that promote self-justification and thereby also
Escalation of Commitment. Within these programs, participants are subtly guided to downplay
setbacks, attribute failures to personal shortcomings, exaggerate perceived benefits, and dismiss
alternative options. In this way, MLMs create conditions that induce self-justification among
participants, reinforcing persistence despite increasing losses. As a result, a self-reinforcing
cycle emerges in which persistence appears both logical and necessary, ultimately fuelling

Escalation of Commitment and making disengagement progressively more difficult.

This study therefore concludes that Escalation of Commitment offers a powerful lens to
understand how the organizational design of MLMs influences participants to persist in
financial investment despite mounting costs. Through deliberately structured training programs
and organizational design, MLMs actively trigger self-justification processes that lead
participants to rationalize their ongoing involvement and dismiss doubts, making
disengagement increasingly difficult. By presenting these programs as legitimate learning and
personal development opportunities, participants are led to believe they are acquiring valuable
skills, while in reality, the organizational design of the MLM system systematically trains them

to stay by reinforcing Escalation of Commitment and reducing the likelihood of disengagement.
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Appendix A: Interview Guide

This appendix presents a composite interview guide that formed the basis of the conducted
interviews. Given the diverse areas of expertise among participants, certain questions were
adapted to align with the specific background of each respondent. Each section outlines the

approach taken to implement this differentiation.

Section 1: Introductory questions

The purpose of these questions is threefold: (1) to assess the respondent's knowledge of Multi-
Level Marketing (MLM), (2) to explore their network and the nature of their contact with
other experts or former MLM members, and (3) to determine their familiarity with IM

Academy, the case study of this thesis.

General (example) questions to respondent 1, 2 and 3
Could you give a short summary of how you got involved with MLM?

Goal of the question: 1o map the respondent s knowledge and experiences regarding
Multi-Level Marketing (MLM), and to understand how they became involved with the

topic.
Are you familiar with IM Academy or other MLMs who offer a training program as product?
If yes: How did you first become familiar with IM Academy?

Goal of the question(s): To explore the respondent’s knowledge and experience

specifically with MLM organizations that offer online training programs.

(Example) questions for respondent 1:

Goal of the question(s): To explore how the respondent became involved with IM Academy,
what motivated this involvement, and to confirm what I have heard about the steps they took

to gain knowledge and experience related to it.

I understand you performed your own research. Could you tell me more about the purpose of

this research and what it looked like in practice?
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I also heard that you signed up with IM Academy yourself. Is that correct?
How long were you involved with IM Academy?

I understand you spoke with former IM Academy members as part of your research. Is

that right?

(Example) questions for respondent 2:

Goal of the question(s): To gain insight into the professional background of Respondent 2,
who is a lawyer, focusing on the type of support they offer clients and how they engage with
individuals involved in MLM.

How did you first get involved in helping people affected by MLM companies?
What drew you to this type of work?

What kind of people usually reach out to you after being involved in an MLM like IM
Academy?

What are the main reasons they contact you?
What does your support for these clients typically look like?

How do clients usually describe their experience with the MLM before realizing something

was wrong?

Why do you think they didn’t stop earlier, and what made them eventually decide to

walk away?

(Example) questions for respondent 3

Goal of the question(s): To understand the respondent’s motivations for engaging with the

topic of MLM and in what ways they are involved.
What exactly are your activities concerning MLM right now?
What drew you to continue deepening yourself in the topic of MLM?

What drew you to get in contact with others to discuss this topic?
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Section 2: Training

To gain insight into how respondents perceive the structure and content of the training
program, and to confirm whether the practices identified through desk research and earlier

interviews are consistent with their experiences.

(Example) questions and sub questions

How would you describe the structure and content of the training program? What kind of

topics are covered?
Goal of the question: 1o map out the structure and content of the training program.

Do you feel that participants actually gain useful knowledge or skills from the training? If so,

in what areas?

What does IM claim you will learn, and does this align with what participants say they

have actually learned?
Do participants feel like they are learning real skills?
To what extent do participants believe in the impact of the learning modules?

To what extent is the training focused on achieving personal or financial success? How

is success portrayed or defined?

Goal of the question(s): To assess whether learning as part of the training program is

described/experienced as meaningful.
How does IM communicate the importance of the training program?

Seeking confirmation: Is following the training program described as the main path to

success?

Do participants learn a specific way of talking about the MLM in these training

sessions? Are they taught to feel pride in IM during the trainings?

Goal of the question(s): To examine how the MLM organization communicates the

value and importance of the training program.
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Can you describe the role of uplines or mentors within the training process? How present are

they?

What kind of support or guidance do uplines offer to participants?

To what extent do uplines influence how participants engage with the program or

make decisions?

Do you feel there is pressure or encouragement from uplines to act or think in a certain

way? If so, how?

Goal of the question(s): 1o explore the role and significance of uplines and mentors

within the MLM structure.

How do participants typically experience interactions with others in the MLM?

How might these interactions influence their motivation to stay involved?

To what extent do regular and emotionally supportive connections with other

participants play a role in reinforcing commitment to the MLM?

Goal of the question(s): To understand the importance of interactions with others as

part of the training experience, and how these interactions are facilitated.

Section 3: Motivators

The aim is to identify the key motivators that drive participants to continue engaging with the

training program and the MLM, even when they experience losses. This includes asking an

open-ended question to allow respondents to reflect freely, as well as follow-up questions to

confirm patterns identified through desk research, theoretical literature, and previous

interviews.

(Example) questions and sub questions

Open question: What motivators do you think IM uses within their training program that

make it harder for participants to quit?

Goal of the question(s): To identify the primary reasons, according to respondents,

why participants feel they cannot quit the MLM. This includes exploring which
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specific activities contribute to reinforcing that sense of commitment. An open question
allows respondents to express their own reasoning and experiences freely, revealing

deeper insights without imposing predefined assumptions.

Confirmatory questions:

Goal of the question(s): To verify whether the activities and insights identified through desk
research and earlier interviews are, according to the respondents, contributing factors to why

participants feel unable to quit.
To what extent do participants perceive the content of the training as unique or essential
Is it described as the only path to success and personal development?

What is the influence of the personal development and mindset training offerings on

participants’ decisions to continue?

Goal of the question(s): To examine whether the training content is perceived as a
motivator or as essential for achieving success, and thus encourages continued

participation.

Does the possibility of earning rewards play a role in participants' decision to keep engaging

with the program?

Do you think it’s an extra motivator to celebrate successes (yours or the

organization’s) with fellow participants?

In what kind of settings do these celebrations occur? Is it only in big group settings or

also in smaller scale group settings.
Do you think it’s an extra motivator when rewards are presented publicly?

How does the feeling of being an independent entrepreneur (Independent Business

Owner) contribute to the motivation to keep investing in the program?

Goal of the question(s): To assess whether and why rewards and celebrations are

perceived as motivators for not quitting.

To what extent does being part of a community or team influence someone's decision to stay

involved?
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Do participants receive encouragement or motivation from others in the network? If

so0, in what way?
How would you describe the atmosphere within the group or training sessions.

Would it be difficult for someone to step away from the program because of social

ties? Why or why not?

Goal of the question(s): To explore whether the community and interpersonal contact

contribute to participants' persistence.

To what extent do one-on-one interactions with a coach/upline contribute to participants'

persistence or continued investment?

Is this a different kind of motivator than interactions with fellow participants?

How do interactions with other participants contribute to the feeling that quitting is not

an option?

Goal of the question(s): To investigate the role of uplines in encouraging participants

to keep going.

Section 4: Consequences of motivators

The aim is to explore the connection between the motivators that drive continued participation

in the MLM and the escalation of commitment theory. This involves identifying how these

motivators contribute to self-justification through cognitive dissonance-reducing

mechanisms.

(Example) questions and sub questions

In the context of not being able to quit, do you think this is because:

1.

2
3.
4

Participants ignore failures and focus on successes in order to stay motivated?
They blame themselves for setbacks, which protects the image of the MLM?
Success is attributed to the MLM, which strengthens their loyalty?

Are current benefits exaggerated?
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5. Alternatives are portrayed as inferior, helping them continue to justify their choice?

Goal of the question(s): 1o explore the connection between participants' motivators and

the cognitive dissonance-reducing mechanisms that contribute to self-justification:

1. Denial or downplaying of failure

2. Attribution of failure to personal shortcomings
3. Exaggeration of current benefits
4

Downplaying of alternatives

Section 5: Concluding questions

The aim is to explore the respondent’s own perspective on why escalation of commitment
occurs and why a training program may be particularly effective in reinforcing it. In addition,
the goal is to give the respondent space to share any remaining topics, insights, or examples

that have not yet been addressed.

(Example) questions and sub questions

Why do you think that offering training programs (rather than, for example, physical products
like skincare) leads to stronger commitment from participants and makes it harder for them to

quit?

Goal of the question(s): 1o explore why the respondent believes a training program

may serve as a tool for MLMs to fuel escalation of commitment.

To what extent do you think these training programs are deliberately designed to keep

participants motivated, even when the results are disappointing?

Goal of the question(s): To assess whether the respondent believes the training
program is intentionally or unintentionally designed to reinforce escalation of

commitment among participants.

Is there anything else you would like to share, revisit, or add. For example, any insights or

examples that have not come up yet?

Goal of the question(s): To give the respondent space to share any additional insights

and to open a final reflective discussion.
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Appendix B:

CodeBook

The codebook is organized by aggregate dimension. For each second-order theme within a dimension, a separate table has been created

containing the first-order concepts, their codes, definitions, and exemplary quotes. These codes can be traced back in the transcripts, where color-

coding is used per theme and codes per quote to indicate which first-order concept the highlighted segment corresponds to.

Dimension 1: Uplines as Reinforcers of Belief

Theme 1.1: Guided Support

SucCcCess.

First-order concept | Code | Definition Examplary quote
MM__MMMMOMMm MHMEQHMMMWMM %MMMMV_H“:Q “He also helped many people on a mental level. He was a very good
Upline as a Mentor |[11A ?W com EMM: ﬁmv Mb d think alone wi mr listener and gave excellent advice. And he really did his best to
MSB P ’ & understand you, so to speak.” (Dutch Podcast WB7)
The support from uplines can take "They're saying: OK, you're really good at this. Keep doing it in this
Directive Support 11B [activating forms, in which they direct direction so it's going to commit you to this business and bring in
their downline to take specific actions. more people." (Respondent 3)
"And I think that that mindset exists for a lot of people. They're just
. . . .| looking for that guidance. And a lot of these MLMs lean on
Dependence on Downlines rely on their uplines, trust their |. .. . h h
Upline 11C suidance, and do not question it individuals that are so used to showing up to class and the teacher
p ’ ' telling them what to do. and that's the guidance that you need in
order to know how." (Respondent 3)
Uplines are motivated to support their “So basically, the reason they are so determined and motivated is
Upline’s Incentives | 11D |downlines by the incentive of money and |because of the motivator of earning money. And because they have

seen it before and know that it works.” (Respondent 1)




Theme 1.2: Voice of Success

First-order concept

Code

Definition

Examplary quote

Disseminating

Uplines share success stories of the MLM

"You're showered with more stories about others in the company

Success Stories 124 MMMWMM%Q:QQSG in both small and large who are living the dream." (Social Meedia Activist JJ)
"But it does go through this sort of hero's journey of: I was in such a
terrible situation, things weren't working out for me. And then I had
Uplines often have their own hero story, |this sudden realization of going to this event or meeting a person
Upline’s Hero 2B in which they went from nothing to that was so valuable to me. It turned around everything in my
Stories achieving everything. It is a story they business. And now it suddenly became what it was. And it was
actively share. because I committed, because I went through all this sort of
torturous journey of not making anything, to now making everything
work in my life, right?" (Respondent 3)
Admiration to Uo,.zs:bom develop an mm.c iration for "His true believers worship him. He is somebody that we all love,
. 12C [uplines and ambassadors; they look up to S .
Uplines them. we all respect, we all admire." (Media CK)
"Are you seeing the pattern here, Bob Proctor, Alex Morton, Austin
Godsey? They're all the same guy. The cycle repeats, just for a
. . The MLM deliberately selects certain different generation. Bob is the old-school m::-m:awa@ oosmmw:oo
Strategic Selection o . . man that your grandma probably saw on TV. Alex is the Hollister t-
; 12D [participants to present as high-ranking . . . .
of Uplines uplines and ambassadors shirt frat boy confidence man that was popping up in dorm rooms in
’ the early 2010s. Austin is the newest version, with face tats, colorful
outfits, and flexing on Instagram. They're all the same, and the
messaging has always been the same." (Social Media Activist AM1)
Uplines as Role Uplines are seen as role Boaw_mw they =>.:m because it was 8.5@:88& and &30:: to understand,
Models 12E [embody what success looks like and lead |originally you felt like it was good to have this sort of older figure.

by example.

To to lead you through." (Respondent 3)
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Theme 1.3: A Cycle of Teaching and Repeating

First-order concept |Code | Definition Examplary quote
Due to the structure of the organization, |"They will teach their downline to use that, and their downline will
Structural . . . . . .
. 13A [stories and instructions spread throughout |teach their downline, and that process continues all the way down
Information Flow N -
the organization. the chain." (Respondent 2)
Direct Instructions: Uplines explain to their downlines what  ["So he explains how to do that. Create a culture within your team
Teachin " |13B |they, as an upline, can/need to do in order |that makes people want to stay, that makes it feel like family, like
& to be a good upline. home." (Dutch Podcast WB2)
Without explicit instructions from the
Indirect Instructions: 13C upline, downlines still learn how it works |"And those techniques, those lines, those words or terms are used at
Repeating to be an upline via duplication and each level down the plan so that they filter down." (Respondent 2)
mirroring.
The Incentive to Uplines and downlines are encouraged to |"Invest in their business, encouraging them to stay positive, to reach
13D [be good uplines. They not only explain out to as many people as possible. You need these recruits to stay on

Mentor

how to do it, but also why.

board. They're essential to the dream." (Social Media Activist JJ)
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Dimension 2: Strategic Content and Training Design

Theme 2.1: Training as a Success Roadmap

First-order concept

Code

Definition

Examplary quote

The Plan’s Promise

Promises of success are made by

“They promise that you will become a better person, develop
yourself personally, and probably also become successful. You can

21A |presenting the plan as a clear roadmap to |[earn a lot of money if you do everything right. And those two things
of Success . L . ; Y
achieving success. tie in with that inner need, and that is what these organizations
capitalize on." (Dutch Podcast WB1)
‘ The plan frames failure and setbacks as a And that was HE.wonmE. Because, yes, she moﬁ. alot _om criticism, but
The Plan’s Process . . you have to give it a chance and keep persevering. It's really a
. . 21B |natural part of the process, it is something . . ;
As Justification to be expected process that you have to trust, and in the end, everything will be
p ’ fine." (Dutch Podcast WB2)
Failure Due to If success cannot be achieved, failure is "It was kind of like, if you're not successful after this, you know
Individual’s 21C |attributed to the individual rather than the [you've had the chance, you've had the opportunity. If you miss it,
Shortcomings plan. you have nobody else to blame but yourself." (Media BO)
The Plan as Cause of 21D When success is achieved, it is attributed | “The system is really glorified. Like, you did it yourself, but without
Success to the plan and therefore to the MLM. this, you couldn’t have.” (Respondent 1)
"They offer subscriptions. For a fixed monthly fee, you can learn
how to generate an online income. For example, by trading in
The goals and content of the training. cryptocurrency and foreign currency or on social media.
Training Content 21E | What the participants are actually taught | You learn this through live online lessons from real teachers, with

within the training program.

videos or real-life training sessions. In the Netherlands and Belgium,
an estimated thousand young people are actively involved with I'm
Academy." (Dutch Podcast WB1)

56



Theme 2.2: Mindset Development

First-order concept |Code | Definition Examplary quote
. . Uo<o_o._,u ment of E_.bamﬁ m.ba acting "Success is not a matter of doing. It is a matter of being. Let's talk
Acting on Mindset |22A |according to that mindset is encouraged as ) " : . .
about your mindset." (Social Media Activist JJ)
the path to success.
"But of course, if it doesn't work out, if I don't become rich, then
. . Participants become so immersed in the  [you don't just leave, you stay. Because the idea is, yes, but your
Mindset Impacting . .. . . .
Decision-Making 22B |idea of emphasizing mindset that their thoughts, your frequency, you are not yet sufficiently attuned to the
decisions are influenced by it. universe. So you stay, because they do have that knowledge. It is
what they then sell." (Ducth Podcast WB3)
"Yes, ultimately it's a very attractive business model. It shows that
. Mindset is presented as extremely people who believe in manifestation, or the theory of manifestation,
Mindset as Key Part . oy : . . . R ) .
. 22C |important part within the curriculum and [are also inclined to invest in financial, riskier projects. So if I
of the Curriculum . o s . L .
for achieving success. believe in manifestation, I am more inclined to trade in crypto, for
example."(Dutch Podcast WB3)
A part of the development of mindset is | "meaning that you have to already believe it before you actually
Manifesting 22D |manifestation, where believing in your receive it so believing that you have received it already it shall be
actions leads to them coming true. given to you." (Upline BB)
A part of acting on mindset is positive “The more I think positively, the more I think about money or the
Positive Thinking 22E |thinking. You are encouraged to only life I want, it will manifest. It’s like placing an order with the

think and act positively.

universe.” (Dutch Podcast WB3)
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Theme 2.3: Learning to Grow Internally

First-order concept

Code

Definition

Examplary quote

Network marketing is offered as a way to

"I see that you have a thousand followers on Instagram. ... Even if

Network Marketing still achieve success. You get the L _
oy o1 o1 . you manage to bring in five percent of those guys, you're already at
as Internal Growth  |23A | possibility grow within the organization . . .
Opportunity by recruiting others to join the P600. That way, my focus automatically shifted to recruiting
pp . people." (Dutch Podcast WB7)
organization as wel.
Education Focussed Some of the trainings they offer are And then %.m% started teaching just how to use the tools. They also
. . started teaching us as representatives to show people how to use the
on Internal Growth |23B |specifically focused on becoming ; ) .
Opportunities successful in network marketing tools, coo.m:mo if people were reliant on the tools, then that's where
pp ' you're going to make all your money, right?" (Former Member SB)
A shift occurs whereby the trainings are | "So what happens is that people join IM, they learn to trade online,
. . not always focused on online financial or at least the basics. They start copying and pasting signals and
A Shift of Focus in . . .
. 23C |methods of achieving success, but rather [losing money right away. Pretty early on, a team leader tells them,
the Curriculum L . p . , .
on achieving success internally within the |'If you want to recoup some of that cash, you’re going to want to
MLM. start recruiting other people too."' (Media BO)
“But I personally noticed, for example, that the money was really
) going out a lot faster. When I was involved in it, because of all the
Necessary To achieve success, you are encouraged | etiquettes, all the mandatory things, travel costs”. (Dutch Podcast
23D |within the curriculum to make certain WB7
Investments ) )
Imvestments.
Limited Value of The financial educaton raining ismot |, 01 < Bt et 0 Team anything. You
23E |always perceived as valuable. It lacks yHing -y YHne.

Hard Skills Training

depth and only tells you what to do.

just need to learn how to talk to people, learn what to say. And that's
how you can earn passive income." (Respondent 1)
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Dimension 3: An Immersive Learning Environment

Theme 3.1: A Shared Learning Environment

First-order concept | Code | Definition Examplary quote
Individuals feel a need to belong and hope | "For young people, it is very common that this community, this
The Need to Belong |31A [to find that sense of belonging within the |desire to belong, to do something with your life, to find meaning,
MLM. sounds very attractive." (Media OB)
Attachment to the 31B Once participants feel part of the group, it |"They join and feel at home. So they stay inside and don't want to
Group becomes harder to let go of that group. see that it might not be real." (Dutch Podcast WB4)
. The MLM has specifically designed the |"It's all about coming together, right? It's about building that
It is All About . . L o . oy o
Coming Together 31C _omﬁ.:wm environment to facilitate bringing [ community and m::ﬁo. .mo it's not always about what you learn; it's
participants together. who you're learning it with." (Respondent 3)
"People know they are losing money, but they stay in it because it is
Participants see belonging to a group as their social circle. They don't want to go back to their old social
The Value of 31D | meanineful and worth makin circle because, first of all, they would be ashamed. They would have
Belonging g & to admit that they weren't going to make any money. And they feel

investments for.

that if they continue to surround themselves with those people, it
will eventually work out." (Dutch Podcast WB2)

59



Theme 3.2: A Positive Learning Environment

First-order concept |Code | Definition Examplary quote
The learning environment is designed to | "That's the purpose of getting those groups together: you're creating
An atmosphere of e . . . . :
endless positivity 32A womﬁow ow&omm positivity, both in this atmosphere msm. culture .ﬁo:sm celebrating those wins, ignoring
interactions and in the overall atmosphere. | the losses, and moving on, right." (Respondent 3)
Positivity spreads and amplifies in large  ["A conference where countless distributors across the world come to
Big settings with 3B settings where many people gather, celebrate the opportunity. It's a spectacle: flashing lights,
many excited people creating an atmosphere meant to generate |performances, motivation, and the dream is once more sold to you."
excitement. (Social Media Activist JJ)
Fellowship and In small settings, the learning “Lots of love. Lots of hugs. Idolizing. ... But you start to join in a
Contagious 32C environment fosters positivity by little, partly because everyone else is doing it. And without even

Enthusiasm in
Smaller Settings

encouraging interactions focused on
fellowship and mutual motivation.

realising it, you get sucked into it. But that was kind of the
atmosphere, relaxed.” (Dutch Podcast WB7)
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Theme 3.3: An Effort-Focussed Learning Environment

First-order concept

Code

Definition

Examplary quote

High Expectations of

In the learning environment, maintaining
an active attitude is essential; putting in

“So yeah, it was every day from six in the morning until midnight,

Commitment 33A high levels of effort and time is both just being busy.” (Dutch Podcast WB7)
expected and normalized.
E_mr expectations m or omwoﬁ and "you know once you start there's no going back I know this means
maintaining an active attitude lead . . . .
. " . . total commitment once you begin the path there is no leaving the
Full Immersion 33B [participants to become increasingly , " . .
. . . path are you sure you're ready for that" (Social Media
engaged in the learning environment and Activist/therapist MA)
gradually adopt its behaviors and mindset. P
Participants in the learning environment “That pressure was very subtle. They would say things like,
. . are expected to demonstrate an active .
High Expectations of . . Because you have a team under you, you need to show
33C |attitude and active engagement. Only of o D . . ,
Effort thev have an active attitude. they can responsibility. Your team will move if you move.” And then you
Y - ey feel kind of guilty when you're not there.” (Dutch Podcast WB7)
achieve success.
Incentivized b An active attitude is rewarded and "Hij vertelde dat hij twee vrienden had aangebracht, zodat hij zelf
M 33D [encouraged through incentives such as die maand het lidmaatschapsgeld niet hoefde te betalen." (Dutch
Rewards . .
status, commissions, and discounts. Podcast WB1)
As you become increasingly drawn into
. . . the MLM, the distance from the outside " , . )
Distancing from Life 33E | world (whether intentionally encouraged You're socializing more and more with IM people and less and less

Outside of the MLM

or unconsciously developed) grows
larger.

with people from your previous life." (Media BO)
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Dimension 1:

1st-order Codes

» Upline as a Mentor
* Directive Support

» Dependence on Upline
» Upline’s Incentives

+ Disseminating Success Stories
« Upline’s Hero Stories
» Admiration to Uplines
* Strategic Selection of Uplines
« Uplines as Role Models

« Structural Information Flow
* Direct Instructions: Teaching
* Indirect Instructions: Repeating
* The Incentive to Mentor

Appendix C: Conceptual Overview (Gioia Method) per Dimension

2nd-order Themes

—

Guided Support

Voice Of Success

Aggregate Dimensions

~—

A Cycle of Teaching and Repeating

Uplines as Reinforcers of Belief




Dimension 2:

1st-order Codes

2nd-order Themes

—/
PR

Aggregate Dimensions

* The Plan’s Promise of Success
« The Plan’s Process as Justification
* Failure Due to Individual’s Shortcomings
» The Plan as Cause Of Success
* Training Content

Training as a Success Roadmap

* Acting on Mindset
* Mindset Impacting Decision-Making
* Mindset as Key Part Of The Curriculum
* Manifesting
* Positive Thinking

Mindset Development

» Network Marketing as Internal Growth Opportunity
* Education Focused on Internal Growth
Opportunities
* A Shift of Focus in The Curriculum
* Necessary Investments
* Limited Value of Hard Skills Training

Learning To Grow Internally

Dimension 3:

1st-order Codes

Strategic Content and Training Design

2nd-order Themes

Aggregate Dimensions

* The Need to Belong
« Attachment to the Group
» It is All About Coming Together
+ The Value of Belonging

A Shared Learning Environment

* An Atmosphere of Endless Positivity
» Big Settings with Many Excited People
* Fellowship and Contagious Enthusiasm in Smaller
Settings

A Positive Learning Environment

» High Expectations of Commitment
+ Full Immersion
» High Expectations of Effort
« Incentivized by Rewards
« Distancing from Life Outside of The MLM

An Effort-Focussed Learning Environment

A

An Immersive Learning Environment
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