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Non-Ideal Victims or Offenders? The Curious Case of Pyramid 
Scheme Participants
Branislav Hock and Mark Button

School of Criminology and Criminal Justice, University of Portsmouth, Portsmouth, UK

ABSTRACT
Pyramid schemes, including their various forms such as chain letters 
and illegal forms of multi-level marketing, harm people that are often 
far from ideal victims. While many lose cash and suffer emotional, 
health, and other harms; victims also facilitate pyramids by actively 
recruiting new victims and turning them into more recruiters ad 
nauseam. Research in this area is, however, small. This paper seeks to 
add to this small body of research by constructing a typology of actors 
in pyramid schemes being inspired by concepts of ideal victim and 
non-ideal victim and building upon the characteristics of pyramid 
schemes. It provides a unique insight into a complex network of 
relationships featured by pyramid schemes and contentious areas 
between victims and perpetrators of economically motivated crimes 
and wrongs. The paper presents policy implications and argues more 
research is needed on this group and their needs as they are often 
neglected by the criminal justice systems.

KEYWORDS 
Pyramid schemes; ideal 
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Introduction

If something sounds too good to be true, it probably is. Trading in cryptocurrencies, for 
example, can be presented by criminals as a huge opportunity to make people’s lives better 
and expand their opportunities (Chiluwa, 2019). In reality, however, perpetrators might use 
crypto-trading only as a cover of a pyramid scheme primarily focused on the profit 
generated by recruiting new people. Consider the IM Academy, a scheme promising fee- 
paying members a formula to get rich by training them into foreign exchange and crypto
currency investing. The training program, however, was only a cover of a pyramid scheme, 
using cult-like techniques of recruitment and control combined with remuneration, based 
on profit generated by recruiting new members (see El Pais, 2022; Euronews, 2022). While 
the vast majority of people in schemes such as the IM Academy lose their money, and some 
suffer a variety of emotional, health, and other harms, it is difficult to draw a clear line 
between victims and perpetrators. Not only that participants in these schemes often struggle 
to recognize or admit their involvement in illegal schemes (Frankel, 2012; Hidajat, 2018; 
Tennant, 2011), but after a person enters into a pyramid scheme, that person could, from 
the moment they start promoting it, be considered as a perpetrator.
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This distinguishing feature of pyramid schemes, the recruitment of new victims 
by earlier victims, presents a puzzle associated with the characteristics of victims, 
and perpetrators. National legal frameworks and policing approaches are character
ized by fundamental differences in this space, including how and when people 
participating in pyramid schemes should be protected, if at all, and when they 
should be policed as perpetrators (Tajti, 2019, 2022). Despite the major impact of 
pyramid schemes on society and individual victims (see Button & Cross, 2017; 
Office of Fair Trading, 2006; Shen, 2020), research in pyramid schemes actors is 
scarce.

In this paper, being inspired by the literature on ideal and non-ideal victims, we 
build upon the characteristics of pyramid schemes to develop a typology of their 
actors. Ideal and non-ideal victims have a strong currency in victimological research 
which has stimulated much debate – largely around traditional volume crimes such 
as burglary, assault, rape, etc. (Christie, 1986; Duggan, 2018; Larcombe, 2002; Strobl,  
2004). Christie (1986) identified multiple attributes of the ideal victim such as being 
sick, old, having caring responsibilities, and facing a strong offender pursuing 
unsavory activities. There have been other attempts at distinguishing typologies of 
victims largely on the culpability, innocence, or co-operation of victims, indicating 
that victims and offenders often fall in the middle of ideal and non-ideal (Landau & 
Freeman-Longo, 1990; Titus & Gover, 2001). Victims and offenders of economic 
crime, however, are under researched (Button et al., 2014; Croall, 2007; Dodge, 2020; 
Galvin et al., 2018; Gottschalk, 2022, 2023; Levi, 2001; Tombs & Whyte, 2007), and 
especially so when it comes to their typology (Cross, 2018; Hock et al., 2022; 
Hopkins, 2016; Titus & Gover, 2001). This is despite there clearly being a debate 
beyond academia on the status of economic crime victims, be it banking fraud 
(Pickford, 2021), money laundering (Nationwide, 2021), or corporate bribery (Risk 
& Compliance Platform Europe, 2021).

By reviewing literature and cases of these schemes, we provide their typology 
based on the type of pyramid scheme they participated in, their engagement, knowl
edge, and status. The paper will show a variety of actors who usually participate in 
pyramid schemes including a small number of organizers, promoters, and ideal and 
nearly ideal victims, as well as a large number of victims and non-ideal victims. This 
contributes to a broader discussion on the characteristics of victims and offenders in 
the area of economic crime and informs more general discussion on this topic. 
Moreover, as the problem of pyramid schemes is largely under-researched, the paper 
also contributes to the academic and policy discussion on their nature, conceptualiz
ing the problem of pyramid schemes as an intersection between unfair business 
practice and fraudulent behavior and their participants.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The paper first introduces the 
notion of pyramid schemes, their harmful effects, and terminological and regulatory 
difficulties. The paper then explains methods used to construct a typology of pyramid 
scheme victims and offenders before providing the typology. Finally, the paper discusses the 
implications of the typology for the theory and practice of pyramid schemes and economic 
crime policing more generally.
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The complexity of pyramid schemes

What are pyramid schemes?

The raison d’etre of pyramid schemes for their originators is not only to lure victims to give 
them cash (or some other material benefit), it is also to turn them into recruiting more 
victims ad nauseam. Pyramid schemes take many forms, being manifested as investment 
opportunities, as schemes to make money from selling products such as cosmetics and food 
supplements, or opportunities to sell services for business courses and spiritual develop
ment. Consider an example of a typical pyramid scheme provided by UK public authorities:

A trader operates a holiday club which offers consumers, on payment of a membership fee, the 
opportunity of earning large amounts of money by recruiting other consumers to membership 
of the club. The other benefits of club membership are negligible compared to the potential 
rewards of earning commission for introducing new members. This practice would breach the 
CPRs. (Office of Fair Trading, 2018, p. 24)

While pyramid schemes take many forms, be it modern chain letters or pyramid promo
tional schemes, their key distinguishing feature is the focus on profit generated by recruiting 
new people rather than a genuine level of business activity (Garner & Black, 2004).

The direct selling of goods, such as vitamins and cosmetics, and services, such as legal 
and mobile phone service products, is one important group that is vulnerable to turning 
into pyramid schemes (Pratt, 2000; Schiffauer, 2018a). Here, many people will be attracted 
by the prospect of huge profits associated with multi-level marketing (MLM), a business 
strategy based on direct sales and the recruitment of other distributors. Consider the case of 
Vemma in the USA, which recruited young people, often students, with the promise of high 
rewards, to sell nutritional products and vitamin supplements. Recruits had to buy a US 
$500 starter pack and purchase US$150 products per month and were rewarded for 
recruiting more participants. While the Vemma presented itself as a profitable alternative 
to traditional employment, the program’s structure ensured that most participants would 
not earn substantial income (Federal Trade Commission [FTC], 2016). In fact, the majority 
of that revenue came from sales to distributors rather than real customers. An action by the 
US Federal Trade Commission resulted in a settlement imposing a $238 million sanction to 
Vemma, requirements for Vemma to change their earning structures for sellers and 
$6.7 million sanction to two Vemma affiliates (FTC, 2016).

Chain letters represent another important example of illegal pyramids. These schemes 
encourage the recipient to send money to the sender and forward the letter to others. The 
letters essentially promise good luck and riches if forwarded and payment made; bad luck if 
not (Stollznow, 2014, pp. 61–75). Moreover, many chain letters are also presented as 
potentially lucrative investments. For example, the so-called “secret sister” scams, largely 
operating on Facebook, ask recipients to send a US$10 gift or a bottle of wine to the name at 
the top of a provided list. Once it is done, the recipient can add their name to the bottom of 
the list and hope to make profit by making others join the same scheme 
(GoodHouseKeeping, 2020; Ohlheiser, 2015). Promoting chain letter schemes on social 
media can be shared and re-shared very quickly leading, in some cases, to millions of people 
seeing the post, providing economic opportunities to a small number of people who are able 
to recruit masses.

VICTIMS & OFFENDERS 3



The mathematics of the chain letter favor those who started and are at the top of the 
pyramid. Table 1 illustrates when the pyramid scheme is profitable in relation to a number 
of recruits. White illustrates the top which is clearly possible to achieve, light gray is also 
possible to achieve but increasingly challenging, dark gray theoretically possible with black 
impossible to achieve. Table 1 shows that only a small number of people can be profitable 
and the vast majority will not make any profit or even lose money.

Impact and scale of pyramid schemes

Pyramid schemes have a range of negative effects on the society at large and individual 
victims. Some pyramid schemes have had devastating effects on entire countries. The 
Albanian pyramid schemes, for example, filled the gaps between the liberalization of 
financial markets and neoliberal push for rapid and unregulated privatization in the after
math of the fall of communist regime (Musaraj, 2011). As approximately two-thirds of the 
country invested in the schemes, amounting to almost half of the country’s GDP, their 
collapse had major political and social consequences, including rioting, the government fell, 
and a near civil war with 2000 people killed (Jarvis, 2000). Other countries experiencing 
massive societal strain and rapid changes of economic and political structures, such as 
South Africa, Romania, and Russia, have also experienced major negative societal conse
quences associated with the rise of pyramid schemes (Krige, 2012; Schiffauer, 2018).

A whole society being shaken by pyramid schemes is, however, a relatively rare occur
rence and the impact of pyramid schemes is in most cases similar to that of other volume 
crimes and unfair business practices. In fact, most pyramid fraud victims do not lose large, 
life changing amounts of money. The UK OFT (2006) research illustrated the median loss 
associated with pyramid schemes was £36 and, in the US, the Federal Trade Commission 
(FTC, 2013) found 50% of victims losing US$200 or less. For example, the Herbalife scheme 
resulted in a US$200 million settlement with the US Federal Trade Commission in 2017 for 
an alleged pyramid scheme. The US$200 million were used to partially compensate over 
350,000 US victims who paid at least $1,000 to the company and got little or nothing back. 
In its press release, the US Federal Trade Commission specifies that most checks were 
between $100 and $500 and the largest checks exceeded $9,000 (Federal Trade Commission 
[FTC], 2017).

Table 1. Number of recruits required to turn profit in pyramid scheme (adapted 
from Consumerfraudreporting.org, n.d.).

Level Number of new members each Level must recruit to be profitable

1 4 8
2 16 64
3 64 512
4 256 4,096
5 1,024 32,768
6 4,096 262,144
7 16,384 2,097,152
8 65,536 12,777,216
9 262,144 134,217,728
10 1,048,576 1,073,741,824
11 4,194,304 8,589,934,592
12 16,777,216 68,719,476,736
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Furthermore, harm caused by pyramid schemes goes beyond the financial loss to 
victims. There is a growing literature on the impact of fraud on victims indicating that 
just because there is no physical harm, and sometimes no financial loss, it is not 
a victimless crime. Common impacts include psychological impacts such as feelings of 
shame, embarrassment, and self-blame, medical issues, and disruption through 
changes in behavior, which are often negative (Button & Cross, 2017; Button et al.,  
2014; Croall, 2009; Dodge, 2020). Research specific to pyramid fraud victims suggests 
serious health impacts (Burazeri et al., 2008), negative impact on relationships with 
friends, family, and colleagues (Watkins, 2016), and retribution involving violence 
against middle-ranking participants of pyramid schemes (Shen, 2020). Burazeri et al. 
(2008), for example, assessed the association of financial loss and social mobility with 
acute coronary syndrome (ACS) 6–9 years after the collapse of pyramid schemes in 
Albania. They recruited 467 non-fatal consecutive ACS patients and a control group of 
737 people and conducted a structured interviewer-administered questionnaire. They 
found that financial loss in pyramid scams was more frequent in ACS patients (55%) 
than the controls (41%) indicating apparent long-term negative health effects of 
pyramid schemes.

While we see many types of harm caused by pyramid schemes, the justification for 
building sufficient capacity to tackle pyramid schemes mainly rests in quantifying the 
aggregated harmful consequences and costs of the phenomenon, that is, measuring the 
extent of the problem. However, measuring the extent of pyramid schemes, as is the case in 
other types of economic crime, is fraught with challenges (Hock et al., 2022; Sampford et al.,  
2006). While we see strong evidence that pyramid schemes involve tens of thousands of 
victims, these large numbers do not transfer into recorded numbers (see Bosley & Knorr,  
2018; Bosley & McKeage, 2015; FTC, 2017). Many do not realize, or admit, that they are 
victims of pyramid schemes (Frankel, 2012; Hidajat, 2018; Tennant, 2011), and many 
victims do not report to policing authorities (Button et al., 2009). As with most types of 
complex economic crimes, there are challenges in estimating the size of pyramid schemes 
due to a variety of other issues such as the lack of reliable data and the hidden nature of the 
problem (Button & Cross, 2017; Button et al., 2022).

Despite problems associated with quantifying the aggregated harmful consequences and 
costs of the phenomenon of pyramid schemes, their extent, and other forms of illegal mass 
marketing, has been measured by prevalence surveys. Here, a regular survey exercise with 
specific data on pyramid schemes has been conducted by the US Federal Trade 
Commission. For example, 15.9% of American adults were victims of consumer fraud in 
2017, with 0.2% being victims of pyramid schemes. While this might seem like a small 
number, there were 0.4 million victims and incidents of pyramid schemes in 2017. 
Moreover, this is not a small number because these surveys focus on victims who reported 
having bought into an illegal multi-level marketing scheme, and not having worked at it, 
which means that other types of pyramid schemes, such as chain letters, are not covered (see 
Federal Trade Commission [FTC], 2019, p. 16). A one-off prevalence survey of mass 
marketing fraud was also conducted by the UK Office for Fair Trading in 2006, indicating 
that 6.5% of the adult population (3.2 million) had been a victim of a mass marketing fraud/ 
scam in the year of the research and 480,000 or 0.98% had been the victims of a pyramid/ 
chain letter scams, making it, with £420 million loss, the second most common scam in the 
United Kingdom (OFT, 2006).
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Furthermore, the extent of pyramid schemes, and other forms of illegal mass marketing, 
has also been measured by reported statistics. For example, the US Federal Trade 
Commission data on consumer frauds indicate that there were approximately around 
2,000 reports per year of pyramid schemes between 2008 and 2020, and then rising sharply 
to around 8,000 reports in 2021, representing 0.14% of all reports in 2021 (Federal Trade 
Commission [FTR], 2022). In Australia, we see between 400 and 600 per year between 2019 
and 2021 (Scamwatch, 2022). In England and Wales, the Action Fraud provides cumulative 
data on “pyramid and ponzi schemes,” indicating substantial increase from 376 in 2018 to 
just under 2,000 in 2020, representing approximately 0.5% of all recorded frauds in 2020 
(ONS, 2021). It must be noted that measuring the extent of pyramid schemes by reported 
statistics is less useful as this method represents only those who choose to report and is 
sensitive to terminological challenges associated with what constitutes an illegal scheme.

Regulation of pyramid schemes

Because of their harmful effects, pyramid schemes are illegal in many countries and might 
even constitute a criminal offense. However, the notion of “pyramid scheme” is associated 
with terminological difficulties and fundamental differences between national legal frame
works. Many schemes will be, for example, operating in the intersection of pyramid 
schemes, legitimate multi-level marketing schemes, and Ponzi schemes. This complexity 
is associated with significant heterogeneity of legal, regulatory, and policing approaches to 
pyramid scheme victims and offenders. For example, countries such as Australia do not 
consider the vast majority of participants in illegal MLM schemes as victims at all, while 
others countries such as the United States has developed extensive MLM victim protection 
mechanisms.

The complexity of pyramid schemes is accompanied by the heterogeneity of legal 
approaches. Some schemes constitute fraud under counter-fraud legislation of many coun
tries, including, for example, the UK Fraud Act 2006. Many countries, however, will also 
regulate pyramid schemes under their consumer law, focusing predominantly on establish
ing, operating, and promoting pyramid schemes. Consider, for example, section 24 of the 
New Zealand’s Fair-Trading Act 1986 which provides that no person shall promote or 
operate a pyramid selling scheme, with a specific description of what constitutes a “pyramid 
selling scheme,” which includes the supply of goods or services:

(a) Constituting for many participants primarily an opportunity to buy or sell an 
investment opportunity rather than an opportunity to buy or supply goods or 
services;

(b) Is likely to be unfair to many of the participants in the scheme in that the financial 
rewards of many of those participants are dependent on the recruitment of addi
tional participants; and

(c) The number of additional participants in the scheme that must be recruited to 
produce reasonable financial rewards to participants in the scheme is not attainable 
or is not likely to be attainable by many of the participants in the scheme.

Unlike the regulation of pyramid schemes in New Zealand, many other legal orders 
are less specific. For example, the European Union Directive 2005/29EC provides only 
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a brief statement that pyramid promotional schemes constitute a commercial practice 
which shall, in all circumstances, be regarded as unfair, including “establishing, operat
ing or promoting a pyramid promotional scheme.” The Directive 2005/29EC is trans
posed in multiple legal orders, including the UK law, which under the Consumer 
Protection from Unfair Trading Regulations 2008 defines pyramid promotional schemes 
as “establishing, operating or promoting a pyramid promotional scheme where 
a consumer gives consideration for the opportunity to receive compensation that is 
derived primarily from the introduction of other consumers into the scheme rather than 
from the sale or consumption of products.”

The terminological difficulties are particularly significant when differentiating between 
pyramid schemes and the so-called Ponzi schemes. Ponzi schemes are constructed to appear 
like successful businesses but “they depend on a steady cashflow from new investors to pay 
out existing investors who want to withdraw their initial investment or any profits” (SFO, n. 
d.). Such investment schemes are frauds under laws of many countries (Dorn, 2010) in 
which later investors generate artificially high dividends for the original investors. Unlike 
most pyramid schemes, which rely on compensations of participants for recruiting others, 
people joining Ponzi schemes can be completely passive investors relying on collection of 
investments of new entrants and their distribution (SEC, 2013).

Pyramid schemes and Ponzi schemes, however, overlap, which is the source of some 
confusion inflated in national legal systems. In some jurisdictions, elements of both schemes 
are covered by a single notion. Hungarian law uses the term “pyramid game,” in Germany 
we can see an “avalanche system” (Tajti, 2019), and EU law operates with the term “pyramid 
promotional schemes” including de-facto Ponzi schemes.1 It is true that pyramid schemes 
and Ponzi schemes might both constitute fraud under criminal laws of many countries. For 
example, deceitful and dishonest misrepresentation of people to invest in a chain letter 
scheme could be presented both as investment (Ponzi) fraud as well as fraudulent pyramid 
scheme. Treating pyramid schemes and Ponzi schemes in the same way, however, might 
hide some important differences in their operations and life cycle (Lewis, 2015; Tajti, 2019,  
2022).

In fact, the majority of pyramid schemes constitute “only” an unfair business practice, 
regulated under consumer protection law, and missing some elements of fraud such as the 
deception of victims. Consider MLM schemes such as Amway, which was unfair to 
consumers but not deceitful as the vast majority of participants had a good awareness of 
scheme conditions. These organizations often operate in a legal hinterland and policing 
authorities must prove that such schemes do not provide a genuine level of retail activity, 
hence being unfair to consumers and competitors (Pratt, 2000; Schiffauer, 2018a, 2018b). 
This is why viewing the pyramid schemes predominantly in terms of counter-fraud might 
make the legislator and government authorities overly focus on fraudulent pyramid 
schemes and let other harmful forms of pyramid schemes under-regulated or outside the 
focus of policing authorities.

In some countries such as the United States, in fact, non-fraudulent forms of pyramid 
schemes are prevalent. The US Federal Trade Commission is primarily tasked with policing 
unfair business practices and consumer protection. In this space, the US authorities have 
focused on the division between legal MLM practices and illegal pyramid schemes, which is 
covered in detail by US legal scholarship (Epstein, 2010; Liu, 2018; Nolasco et al., 2013; 
Vander Nat & Keep, 2002; Walsh, 2016; Witiw, 1995).
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US law focuses on how to determine that a scheme is based on a genuine level of retail 
activity. This puts the stress on the overall operation and an economic justification of 
a scheme. For example, various forms of mandatory product purchases might create the 
illusion of genuine retail activity through sales between distributors themselves, as com
pared to sales made to consumers outside the distribution network (Bosley & McKeage,  
2015; Liu, 2018; Vander Nat & Keep, 2002). Identifying and policing such schemes, 
however, requires a sufficient legal basis, which might be missing in some countries, and 
a fact intensive, case-by-case analysis (Federal Trade Commission, 2011).

Further analysis of pyramid scheme regulation is important, especially because in some 
countries, relevant authorities might be policing only hard-core frauds and consider many 
forms of harmful multi-level marketing as legal, or illegal but not worth prosecuting. 
Especially outside the United States, many forms of pyramid schemes are not well under
stood and unregulated. This is also reflected in scholarship on pyramid schemes outside the 
United States, which is scarce (for exceptions see, Corones et al., 2016; Lewis, 2015; Rahman 
et al., 2021; Tajti, 2019, 2022). In the following section, we highlight methods used to 
construct a typology of pyramid scheme victims.

Methods

This paper is based on a qualitative exploratory design (Guest et al., 2011) that allows for 
flexibility in our effort to learn about types of participants of pyramid schemes, a problem 
that has not thoroughly investigated in the past (Boeije, 2010). The construction of our 
typology consists of two key steps (a) examination of theoretical literature related to types of 
victims and (b) structured literature review of these schemes.

The research started with an idea that many participants in pyramid schemes not only 
lose cash and suffer other harms but also facilitate pyramids by actively recruiting new 
victims and turning them into more recruiters. In line with literature on victims’ typologies 
(Christie, 1986; Titus & Gover, 2001), we initially assumed at least three broad types of 
pyramid scheme actors, including (a) offender, (b) non-ideal victim, and (c) ideal victim. At 
this stage, Christie’s work (1986) inspired us to explore a spectrum of relevant actors in 
pyramid schemes with the status of these actors being an important factor. Moreover, 
already at this stage we identified that the degree of victim’s co-operation, including their 
engagement and knowledge, might play an important role in their differentiation (Titus & 
Gover, 2001). In this way, theoretical literature, as presented in the following section, served 
as a starting point and initial analytical framework of literature on pyramid schemes.

Furthermore, we used a structured literature review with a thematic analysis approach to 
obtain a practical understanding of key characteristics of pyramid scheme participants 
(Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020; Patton, 2005, p. 153). The authors searched for high-quality pieces 
of work from academic and gray literature sources. The principal tools for research were 
Scopus, SSRN, and Nexis. Upon reading the literature, references to important studies were 
noted, and these were not always in the initial search. These were also added to the literature 
assessed. Additional studies, including gray literature, were also identified by searching 
Google Scholar and the Internet. Fifty-two pieces of work were included for a more detailed 
evaluation based on snowballing, meaning finding additional pieces of work by consulting 
the bibliography of key documents, with a total number of 152 relevant publications.
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We used a framework for conducting thematic analysis involving the following steps 
(Kiger & Varpio, 2020):

(1) Familiarizing with the data: this included the inclusion of relevant sources in an 
Excel sheet, their initial examination, exclusion of irrelevant sources, and inclusion 
of new sources based on snowballing.

(2) Generating initial codes, such as “victims,” “fraud,” “MLM,” etc.
(3) Searching for larger themes, reviewing them: The review of the pyramid scheme 

literature further informed the construction of characteristics differentiating factors 
in pyramid schemes. This part confirmed the importance of characteristics identified 
by the examination of theoretical literature, namely the engagement and knowledge 
of participants and their status. At this stage, the analysis also identified types of 
pyramid scheme as key characteristics differentiating participants.

(4) Defining more specific themes – final typology: Key issue in the thematic analysis of 
literature was our finding that characteristics of participants in fraudulent schemes 
are very different from participants in MLM schemes. In other words, there are two 
types of pyramid schemes, each featuring (a) organizers and participants on the side 
of offenders (four categories), (b) victim participants (two categories), one additional 
category of ideal victim being linked to both types of schemes.

(5) Furthermore, the review helped us to identify important cases. The analysis of cases 
was based on an experiential process when the meanings, views, perspectives, 
experiences, and practices expressed in the data/key cases helped us illustrate char
acteristics of victims and offenders in these schemes and better articulate the 
typology (Morgan, 2014).

We acknowledge that our analysis is only the first step in exploring the spectrum 
of victims and offenders for economic crimes in general and of pyramid schemes in- 
particular. Our aim is to stimulate debate about different degrees of involvement of 
offenders and victims using the case of pyramid schemes. We use the characteristics 
identified above which evolved from the analysis of theoretical literature, literature 
review, and were further articulated and illustrated by the analysis of relevant cases. 
It is important to note that Christie’s notion of the ideal victim refers to societal 
reactions to victimhood based on the perceived qualities of the victim (Christie,  
1986). The authors of this paper have not conducted research to examine the 
societal reactions to pyramid schemes. In the following section, we construct 
a typology of actors in pyramid schemes to overcome some of the terminological 
difficulties and to better inform policy-makers and policing authorities how to 
address the problem of these schemes.

Constructing typology of pyramid scheme victims and offenders

This section starts by discussing literature on ideal and non-ideal victims, before we set this 
discussion in the context of pyramid schemes to construct their typology.
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Ideal and non-ideal victims and economically motivated crimes

A starting point in the discussion about the complex relationship between victims and 
offenders is the work of Christie (1986) who offered the characteristics of the ideal victim as 
exhibiting the following five attributes:

● The victim is weak. Sick, old, or very young people are particularly well suited as ideal 
victims.

● The victim was carrying out a respectable project – caring for her sister.
● She was where she could not possibly be blamed for being – in the street during the 

daytime.
● The offender was big and bad.
● The offender was unknown and in no personal relationship to her (Christie, 1986).

The reflection to the ideal victim is the ideal offender, who is strong, pursuing unsavory 
activities and picks on the victim randomly.

There have been other attempts at distinguishing typologies of victims largely on the 
culpability, innocence, or co-operation of victims (Landau & Freeman-Longo, 1990; Titus & 
Gover, 2001). These works show that the status of victim may be influenced by their 
objective characteristics, such as whether the potential victim has heard of the type of 
crime before (Titus & Gover, 2001), their position in a criminal scheme, motivations, and 
vulnerability (Landau & Freeman-Longo, 1990). A key component of the Christie’s notion 
of the ideal victim, however, are societal reactions to victimhood based on the perceived 
qualities of the victim, which is not something that can readily be applied to the objective 
circumstances of the victim (see Fohring, 2018).

The notion of ideal victim, and ideal offender, provides an important framework to 
examine personal characteristics of the victim and circumstances surrounding the offense. 
This research agenda, as some argue, is based on victim-focused explanations of crime, 
perpetuating “victim blaming” (see Dignan, 2005; Wilcox, 2010). Indeed, the general public 
and policy makers might be less willing to come to the aid of victims who may be seen as 
themselves offenders or somehow responsible for their victimization (see Pemberton, 2016; 
Schwobel-Patel, 2018; Berrend, 2020, pp. 15–16). Christie (1986), however, doesn’t engage 
in any victim blaming. He is merely pointing out that in public discourse, people are more 
willing to embrace victims to conform to certain social expectations.

In this context, victims of economic crime, such as fraud, bribery, and cartels, have 
experienced very little academic scrutiny (Cross, 2015). This is despite there clearly being 
a debate beyond academia on the status of some fraud victims (see Guardian, 2016). Banks, 
for example, have policies determining whether victims will be reimbursed for frauds based 
upon their assessments of culpability. The victims’ culpability, however, varies significantly, 
leading to huge variations in repayments, ranging from complete refunding through to only 
1% refunding, for similar victims between banks (Which, 2020). Indeed, many economic 
crimes throw up victims and offenders that fall in the middle of ideal and non-ideal. 
Consider the sales executive bribing a foreign official to win a crucial contract in 
a country where such practices are tolerated to save a company with several hundred 
workers, who could lose their jobs, from going bankrupt (international bribery) (see 
Hock, 2019, 2021). Consider the man exaggerating his earnings on a mortgage application 
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to secure a larger property for his expanding family, with every intention (and the cap
ability) to pay the mortgage off (fraud) (see Carswell & Bachtel, 2009).

In the field of economic crime, the authors are not aware of victims and offender 
typologies, but some works have drawn out the varying depths of involvement of criminal 
participants (and their victims) covering acts such as con-tricks, pickpocketing, telemarket
ing fraud, corruption, money laundering, and cyber-extortion (Button et al., 2018; Conwell 
& Sutherland, 1956; Leukfeldt & Jansen, 2015; Maurer, 2011; Shover et al., 2004; Wall, 2021; 
Williams & Milton, 2015). Gottschalk (2016, 2018) puts forward “convenience” as 
a theoretical concept explaining the relationship between motives, opportunities, and will
ingness to commit financial crimes by white-collar offenders. Offenders can be examined by 
identifying relevant convenience issues in the structural model of crime convenience, which 
might be helpful in determining typologies of victims and offenders (Gottschalk, 2022,  
2023).

Titus and Gover (2001, p. 135) are some of the few who have attempted to investigate this 
issue relating to fraud victims and construct their typology. They considered this issue 
through the means of co-operation:

● No cooperation: A woman discovers in her monthly credit card statement that she has 
been the victim of an identity fraud, having done nothing to facilitate the crime.

● Some cooperation: A man responds to a “cold” phone call and contributes to a charity 
without investigating and learning that it was phony.

● Considerable cooperation: Having responded to an e-mail that a corrupt government 
official is looking to “launder” some illicit funds gained, the victim has to pay a fee to 
show goodwill to secure his/her participation in the scheme and ultimate share in the 
laundered money.

The vast array of economic crimes offers scope to develop a much more complex 
continuum of co-operation. International bribery, for instance, features many gray areas. 
Is the tourist driving through the backroads of an under-developed African country who is 
stopped by the police and asked to pay a bribe to continue or otherwise face their vehicle 
being impounded for “administrative breaches” a victim, or an offender? And should the 
police officer who is not paid enough to buy the basics for his/her family and is expected to 
make up the difference by asking for bribes, which are considered culturally acceptable, be 
considered more of an offender, or a victim? Moreover, consider fraud, which throws much 
debate about the role of victims and their degree of culpability with much open and subtle 
blaming of victims (Button & Cross, 2017, pp. 115–134). For example, a person who invests 
in what they think is a new crypto-currency with promises of exceptional returns is often 
considered “greedy” and/or gullible by some. Others might focus more on the offender’s 
actions and the false promises they made (Button & Cross, 2017, pp. 62–90). The different 
responses that exist illustrate the different ways that victims are viewed. While these 
questions are difficult to answer, they clearly illustrate the complexity of economic crimes 
and need for more research in this area.
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Typology of pyramid scheme victims and offenders

In this paper, we do not aim to explore many economic crime types for the issue of ideal and 
non-ideal victims and offenders. Rather, we propose to look at pyramid schemes as one specific 
economic crime type which merges between criminal, unlawful, and lawful in different con
texts, and which involves a variety of actors who can be considered offenders and/or victims.

From this analysis of literature and pyramid cases, we propose a typology to consider:

● Scheme type. The analysis identified two key types of pyramid schemes, one having its 
origins in fraudulent activity and the other having its origins in unfair business 
practices potentially causing market distortions.

● Knowledge and engagement. Being its intent, negligence, or genuine lack of knowledge 
about the existence of a pyramid scheme, and any gain/loss and the level of recruitment 
activity.

● Status of the victim. Especially, the question whether the victim is vulnerable.

These characteristics were used to define seven distinct categories of actors in pyramid 
schemes. While our main aim was to examine the complex scale of actors in pyramid 
schemes, and a person can be an offender and a victim simultaneously, we have ultimately 
drawn the line between individual categories of victims and offenders. Our typology of 
pyramid scheme offenders and victims is provided in Table 2.

Criminal organizer and criminal promoter of fraudulent schemes
The first group of actors in Table 2 includes offenders who organize fraudulent schemes, the 
“Criminal Organisers,” and first tier recruited who do make money from the scheme 

Table 2. Typology of offenders and victims involved in pyramid schemes.
Ideal offender ⋘⋘⋘⋘⋘⋙⋙⋙⋙⋙Ideal victim                                             

1 
Criminal 
Organizer

2 
Deviant 

Organizer

3a 
Criminal 

Promoter

3b 
Deviant 

Promoter

4 
Non-Ideal 

Victim
5 

Victim

6 
Near-Ideal 

Victim
7 

Ideal Victim

Fraudulent 
(often 
clearly 
unlawful)

Unfair 
practices 
(often in 
gray area 
of 
legality)

Fraudulent. 
Makes 
significant 
material 
gain as a 
participant 
and/or by 
promoting 
pyramid 
schemes 
with 
knowledge 
it is criminal

Unfair 
practices. 
Makes 
significant 
material 
gain as a 
participant 
and/or by 
promoting 
pyramid 
schemes 
with no  
knowledge 
it is illegal

Knowledge it 
might be 
an illegal 
pyramid 
scheme 
and 
recruits 
new  
members 
– no 
significant 
gains or 
suffering 
loss

No  
knowledge 
it is an 
illegal 
pyramid 
scheme and 
recruits 
new 
members – 
suffering 
loss 
Buys into 
the scheme 
with little or 
no due 
diligence

Buys into the 
scheme after 
significant 
pressure 
and/or based 
upon 
seriously  
misleading  
information,  
suffering loss 
and 
recruiting 
none, or 
a very small 
number of 
new 
members

The same as 
“Near-Ideal 
Victim” but 
is also a 
vulnerable  
victim and/ 

or buys into 
the scheme 
after 
extensive 
pressure
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promoting the activity, “Criminal Promoters.” Both of these actors conceive of a pyramid 
scheme knowing most will lose money that it breaches the criminal law and organize and 
promote it to make money for themselves.

Consider, for example, the Give and Take (G&T) pyramid scheme, which included 
approximately 10,000 victims and involved over £20 m. The scheme targeted vulnerable 
women who were promised a £24,000 pay-out when they reached the top of their pyramid 
chart, with “Criminal Organisers” and “Criminal Promoters” promising they could not lose 
(BBC, 2014; Competition and Markets Authority, 2014; Guardian, 2014). Figure 1 illustrates 
a G&T-like pyramid scheme.

Figure 1 illustrates that above the actual pyramids are “Criminal Organisers” and 
“Criminal Promoters,” nine women aged 34–69, who received up to £92,000 each, while 
88% of their victims losing between £3,000 to £15,000 (Guardian, 2014). In this scheme, 
there were six convicted “Criminal Organisers,” three convicted “Criminal Promoters.” As 
Figure 1 illustrates, the nine “Criminal Organisers” and “Criminal Promoters” operated 15- 
space pyramids, with the one on the top of the pyramid, called “Bride,” receiving £24,000 on 
a silver plate after answering a series of simple questions asked by an event committee 
during a celebration night (BBC, 2014; Guardian, 2014). The 15-spaced pyramid would then 
be split in two with the two “Bridesmaids” becoming new “Brides,” with eight new 
participants needed to join each of the two new pyramids (CMA, 2014).

Deviant organizer and deviant promoter of MLM schemes
The second group of actors in Table 2 includes offenders who organize illegal MLM 
schemes, the “Deviant Organisers,” and first tier recruited who do make money from the 
MLM scheme promoting the activity, “Deviant Promoters.”

Figure 1. G&T-like pyramid scheme.
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In such schemes, “Deviant Organisers” operate an enterprise designed to exploit most 
members and make money for a very small number of organizers and promoters. Key 
examples include direct selling practices, which are marketed as MLM, but the nature of 
them sometimes leads to regulatory action on the basis they are illegal pyramid schemes. 
The above discussed Vemma case, for example, includes not only a multi-million-dollar 
settlement with Vemma as the corporate defendant but also with individuals, including its 
CEO, Benson K. Boreyko (FTC, 2016). Boreyko, who founded Vemma in 2004 and was paid 
more than $19 million by the company from 2010–2015, was primarily responsible for 
Vemma’s quick spread across the United States, with corporate earnings of more than 
$200 million in both 2013 and 2014 (Truth in Advertising, 2016). Boreyko is a clear example 
of the “Deviant Organiser” who designed Vemma’s business model to operate in a gray area 
of legality.

Furthermore, illegal MLM schemes include “Deviant Promoters” who join what they 
consider to be a lawful activity to make money and subsequently that status changes. Some 
promoters may have known what they were doing was unethical with the people they 
recruited having little of a chance of making money, but the financial returns overcame any 
concerns they may have had. The “Deviant Promoter” working for the scheme that was 
considered lawful but then later deemed to breach consumer protection regulations as 
a result of enforcement activity should be considered less culpable than the “Criminal 
Promoter.”

An example of “Deviant Promoters” is two Vemma’s top distributors Tom and Benthany 
Alkazin who allegedly earned well over $17 million during their tenure with the company 
(Truth in Advertising, 2016) and reached a settlement with the US enforcement authorities 
to pay $6.7 million in sanctions (FTC, 2016). Other “Deviant Promoters” could be con
sidered in a similar light to the many salespeople who mis-sold endowment mortgages and 
payment protection insurance during the 1980s and 1990s in the United Kingdom (Ferran,  
2012; Fooks, 2003). This category at 3b in Table 2 is really at the dividing line of offenders 
and victims as some may have thought like many sales persons that so long as the venture is 
legal, their activities are legitimate. Some might feel aggrieved to learn that the venture they 
joined was not what they thought it to be warranting some sympathy. However, to others 
they might consider the promoters should have done their due diligence on the company 
and that ethical considerations should have led them not to become involved.

Non-ideal victim and victim of pyramid schemes
At point 4 on the continuum in Table 2 we cross the line to what might be considered the 
start of victims or what could perhaps be called the “Non-Ideal Victim.” This person 
suspects it is a pyramid scheme but hopes they are near the beginning and might therefore 
make some money. Indeed, some research has shown that some are attracted to such 
schemes for this very reason (Hidajat, 2018; Msosa, 2022; Valentine, 1998). As Valentine 
(1998) notes:

The pyramid promoter is likely to persuade the investor that he is “getting in early” and that he 
should consider himself at the top of the matrix. From this perspective, it appears that he can 
earn $3,960 on an investment of $500, a whopping 792 percent return. You can do the math 
easily: $150 from the first level of 3 recruits is $450; $30 from the next 3 levels of recruits is $270 
($30 × 9), plus $810 ($30 × 27), plus $2,430 ($30 × 81). Not a bad deal.
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Consequently, “Non-Ideal Victims” actively recruit participants but because of their stage of 
entry make no material gains. So, they suspect it is wrong, see there is an opportunity to 
make money and actively recruit others to the scheme. In Titus and Gover’s (2001) typology 
they are clearly cooperating victims. They should not, however, be considered as offenders 
as they have been deceived to become involved, they have not made significant gains, and 
they have not caused significant harm. It is nevertheless important to note that some might 
not consider them victims as they did participate in recruiting other victims and did have 
knowledge it was potentially an illegal scheme.

At point 5 on the continuum in Table 2, the victim status becomes less unambiguous. 
The participant did not know the scheme was unlawful. They buy into becoming members 
with little or no due diligence and recruited members based upon false premises. Ultimately, 
“Victims” suffer loss. Consider a story of the above-discussed Herbalife case, explaining 
how the losses for pyramid scheme victims just gradually build up:

Vargas started buying Herbalife’s shakes in 2012 and was so happy about his weight loss that he 
became a full-time Herbalife distributor in hopes of making a better income and helping others 
get in shape. But as he shed the pounds, his wallet got lighter too. He says he paid about $2,500 
for the privilege of calling himself a supervisor, which he was told would help him earn more 
money faster. He paid roughly $700 a month to rent space for a storefront, which was 
recommended as a way to build up a clientele. He says he attended mandatory local training 
sessions and “highly encouraged” national events in faraway cities. By the time Vargas gave up 
Herbalife in 2014, he says, he had lost close to $10,000. (Time, 2020)

Near-ideal victim and ideal victim of pyramid schemes
At point 6 of the continuum, we reach the “Near-Ideal Victim” in the pyramid scheme who 
was sold membership under significant pressure rooted in deceptive information. This 
victim recruited none or a very small number of new members and suffered loss. Unlike 
“Victim” at point 5 of the continuum, the “Near-Ideal Victim” will often be a victim of 
a pyramid scheme that constitutes either criminal fraud or unlawful scheme under laws of 
many countries. These victims will typically be subject to pressure and deceptive informa
tion associated with activities of “Criminal and Deviant Organisers” and “Criminal or 
Deviant Promoters.” These criminals or deviants might often use high-pressure sales to 
turn people into victims. Bosley et al. (2019), for example, document this by discussing 
tactics used by extreme religious groups and cults. It is documented that some pyramid 
scheme victims were subjected to long training periods in isolated locations to secure their 
commitment to the scheme. Some have compared such intensive recruitment to “brain
washing” (see Hock & Button, 2022).

Central to Christie’s ideal victim was also the status of the victim and context of the 
victim. So, a female older adult walking from her home to the local shop is considered more 
ideal than the young male walking home from the park. This could also be applied to the 
criteria. A victim who is an older adult who lives alone with early stages of dementia could 
be considered more ideal than a young male undergraduate student. We have therefore 
created category 7 the ideal victim which is the same as 6, the “Near Ideal Victim,” but the 
victim is also vulnerable. This, of course, triggers another debate on what constitutes 
vulnerable?

In the United Kingdom the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 Section 2 
provides some clear basis defining a vulnerable victim as:
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● Under 18 years of age,
● suffers from mental disorder within the meaning of the M1Mental Health Act 1983, or
● otherwise has a significant impairment of intelligence and social functioning,
● that the witness has a physical disability or is suffering from a physical disorder.

In addition, the UK College of Policing (2020, p. 1) has adopted a more generic definition:

a person is vulnerable if, as a result of their situation or circumstances, they are unable to take 
care of or protect themselves or others from harm or exploitation.

This is flexible enough to vary the vulnerability according to the circumstances. So clearly 
a female older adult who lives alone and is suffering from early stage dementia is vulnerable. 
However, we argue that a person facing extensive pressure that makes it very difficult to 
resist could also be considered vulnerable under this definition. Consider, for example, 
a kinship, which is an important exploitation strategy making it difficult to refuse “coopera
tion” because of strong extended family networks, as documented on pyramid schemes in 
rural Siberia (Schiffauer, 2018b, p. 296). Moreover, an extensive pressure is also often 
present when criminals attempt to exploit affinity networks, including immigrant commu
nities and religious groups, that have been integral to many pyramid schemes (Amoah,  
2018).

Discussion: culpability characteristics, policing practice, and spectrum of 
victims and offenders in economic crime

This paper presented a typology of victims and offenders of pyramid schemes considering 
a variety of actors who can be considered offenders and/or victims. The paper finds seven 
distinct categories of actors according to type of pyramid scheme they participated in, their 
engagement, knowledge, and status. These findings have three important sets of implica
tions: for understanding the culpability of pyramid scheme participants; for the practice of 
pyramid scheme policing; and, more broadly, for our understanding of ideal and non-ideal 
victims and offenders, especially in the area of economic crime.

First, this study provides new insights into the culpability of pyramid scheme partici
pants. From a regulatory and enforcement perspective, victims 4, 5, 6, and 7 in Table 2 all 
need to be treated as victims. Indeed, even though those in category 4 (Non-Ideal Victim) 
might share culpability according to their knowledge, once a scheme is exposed as unlawful, 
it is unlikely they would admit to such knowledge. They would more than likely claim to be 
category 5. Some deviant promoters might feel like victims, but the reality is they fall in the 
gray area in between. The others are clearly within the offender category but with varying 
culpability.

From the observation of the characteristics of various types of pyramid scheme actors 
and concepts of ideal victim and non-ideal victim, we identified the following culpability 
characteristics central to conducting the analysis of victims and offenders of pyramid 
schemes:

● Role in enterprise: did they develop the idea, did they promote it, did they work for 
others as subordinates, were they victim-facing or backroom staff?
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● Knowledge of legality: did they know what they were doing is illegal, might be illegal, 
and ethically challenging?

● Gain from scheme: what was their gain from participation? What percentage of the 
gain did they secure?

● Nature of recruitment: was the person enticed into the scheme using false information, 
was the false information of a nature that it is reasonable to assume the participant 
could not detect it, was there pressure to participate?

● Relationship to other victims: did the participant promote to others the scheme and/or 
actively recruit them to the scheme?

● Status of victim: vulnerable or not?

Although this is not an exhaustive list, these characteristics are specific to pyramid schemes 
and inform the analysis of guilt and the adequacy of victim protection. These specific considera
tions complement criteria associated with more general policing functions, including criminal 
prosecution and regulatory enforcement. Consider, for example, public interest factors for, or 
against, criminal prosecution (CPS, 2018, pp. 7–10), which clearly are also applicable to many 
pyramid schemes and will likely be important in determining whether participants in pyramid 
schemes are, for example, “Deviant Promoters” or “Non-Ideal-Victims.”

Second, the characteristics of various types of offenders and victims of pyramid schemes 
have implications for the practice of pyramid scheme policing. Various types of victims and 
offenders place substantial pressure on legislators and governments to find the right balance 
between punishment orientation and reform orientation. This paper suggested that this is 
not an easy task because policing of pyramid schemes might fall under the remit of multiple 
legal sources, including, for example, consumer law, counter-fraud law, and competition 
law. This implies that multiple authorities with competing policy priorities can be compe
tent in policing pyramid schemes. This in itself is an important observation suggesting more 
research is needed to determine how all relevant policing actors can work together and 
examine strength and limitations of different legislative and regulatory approaches to 
pyramid schemes. “Criminal Organisers” and “Criminal Promoters,” for example, might 
well be better viewed through the lenses of counter-fraud approaches, whereas “Deviant 
Organisers” through the lenses of consumer law, which implies complementary but differ
ent policing approaches to pyramid schemes.

This regulatory and institutional complexity has important implications for the adequate 
protection of victims. As the victim status of “Ideal Victim” and “Near-Ideal-Victims” is 
relatively unambiguous, as compared to other pyramid scheme victims, their protection 
might be well compared to victims of fraud, scams, and other economically motivated 
crimes (see Button et al., 2014; Croall, 2007; Dodge, 2020; Galvin et al., 2018; Levi, 2001; 
Tombs & Whyte, 2007). The defrauding of vulnerable older consumers by organized crime 
groups, for example, clearly includes some criminal attacks of “Criminal Organisers” 
against “Ideal Victims” of pyramid schemes (see Templeton & Kirkman, 2007). In other 
words, when the victim’s vulnerability and clear deception are involved, one might learn 
a lot about pyramid scheme victims from more general victimology literature.

However, harmful effects of “Deviant Organisers” and “Deviant Promoters,” typically 
associated with MLM schemes operating in a legal hinterland, is under-researched and 
might not be well recognized by some governments and their law enforcement authorities. 
Victims of these perpetrators are most typically “Victims,” type 5 in Table 2, who suffer loss 

VICTIMS & OFFENDERS 17



but also actively recruit new members, and many victims falling into categories 4 and 6. 
A detailed assessment of individual circumstances of each victim, including their knowledge 
of and a degree of engagement as well as their loss should be relevant in determining 
adequate victim protection. In some jurisdictions such as Australia, this seems to be an 
urgent need as they prohibit a mere “participation” in pyramid schemes, thereby not only 
denying any protection to victims 4 and 5 in Table 2, but considering them to be perpe
trators. Under section 44(1) of the Australian Consumer Law (ACL), “a person must not 
participate in a pyramid scheme, which according to section 44(3)(b) means “to take part in 
the scheme in any capacity (whether or not as an employee or agent of a person who 
establishes or promotes the scheme, or who otherwise takes part in the scheme).” While this 
approach to pyramid schemes is rather an exception, in any jurisdiction it is difficult to 
“draw the line between consumers and traders: after a consumer has entered into a scheme, 
that person could, from the moment they start promoting it, be considered as a trade” (EU 
Commission, 2021, p. 63). This assessment is relevant in any jurisdiction because enforce
ment authorities will have to draw the line between perpetrators and victims (or consumers 
and traders under consumer law protection), and this is where the typology in Table 2 might 
help by suggesting to take into account various categories of victims.

Third, the findings contribute to a broader discussion on the characteristics of victims 
and offenders in the area of economic crime and inform more general discussion on ideal 
and non-ideal victims. Some researchers have already touched upon some economic crimes 
where the offender victim status is as complex as pyramid schemes, such as money 
laundering mules (see Leukfeldt & Jansen, 2015). It is also clear from other anecdotal 
cases of corruption, fraud, and intellectual property crime, to name some, the status of 
victims and offenders is much more complex. For example, a recent case in India where two 
call centers were raided by police which had been conducting high volume of fraud attempts 
on US citizens revealed many of the callers doing the work had no idea they were engaged in 
illegal action (Times of India, 2022). Cases such as this reveal much more research is 
required to comprehend the spectrum of offenders and victims. The typology developed 
in this paper, the authors believe is a good starting point to begin this process.

Conclusion

This paper analyzes a curious case of pyramid scheme participants. While these schemes 
present a huge societal problem, they are largely under-researched. The lack of research and 
understanding is associated with large heterogeneity of approaches to pyramid schemes, 
terminological misconceptions, and ineffective policing response. Here, the paper constructs 
a typology of victims and offenders of pyramid schemes building upon the characteristics of 
pyramid schemes and concepts of “ideal victim” and “non-ideal victim.” The typology 
conceptualizes not only various forms of illegal conduct but also identifies the characteristics 
of victims and offenders in this area. By discussing seven distinct categories of actors accord
ing to their knowledge, engagement, and status of the victim, the paper identifies culpability 
characteristics central to conducting the analysis of actors in pyramid schemes. This has 
implications for the practice of pyramid scheme policing, including adequate victim protec
tion, and, more broadly, for our understanding of the complex interactions between victims 
and offenders in the area of economic crime. More research is needed on this group and their 
needs as they are often neglected by the criminal justice systems.
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Note

1. See Lucky4All pyramid scheme in lotteries – CJEU in Nationale Loterij (C-667/15).
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