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What we discovered CC BY-NC-SA

Decades of top-journal marketing research have framed MLM as a @
harmless retail channel, despite well-documented legal and

consumer harms. We reviewed 68 articles and found that 40 were co-authored by academics
with industry ties, a pattern that coincides with many articles not mentioning a single issue

associated with the industry.

Introduction

Multi-level marketing companies promise an easily accessible income opportunity, flexible work
from home, and other advantages such as “gaining freedom in your life” (LuLaRoe) or “bringing
holistic health to life” (Healy). Well-known companies include Avon, Arbonne, and Nu Skin
(cosmetics and personal care products); Vorwerk, Scentsy, and Princess House (household
products); Herbalife, Life Plus+, Isagenix (nutritional supplements); and the now shut-down IM
Academy/IYOVIA and iGenius (alleged education services on crypto and forex trading).

In our recently published review article in the Journal of Marketing Management (JMM, Grol§ &
Keep, 2025, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0267257X.2025.2578617), we
found a striking disconnect: while multi-level marketing (MLM) has caused legal and consumer

harm for decades, articles in top marketing journals largely ignore or misrepresent these
problems. Instead of reporting and reflecting on real-world issues that consumers experience,
marketing research over decades presented overly positive outcomes lacking critical analysis
about the MLM industry — perhaps unsurprising given the strong links we found between
marketing academics and the industry.

This text summarizes our JMM review article and explains its key findings. It covers:
l. The basics of MLM
Il. What we did in our review
Il The legal reality of MLMs: documented legal and consumer harm issues
V. How marketing research often gets MLMs wrong

V. Moving forward: a real-world MLM definition


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0267257X.2025.2578617

l. The basics of MLM

What are the origins of MLM?

Multi-level marketing emerged in competition with traditional direct selling/single-level
marketing (SLM). In SLM participants earn from what they personally sell to customers, i.e. non-
participants. In an MLM structure, participants earn from recruiting others who buy products,
retail, or recruit yet others. While the MLM industry still calls itself ‘direct selling,” 94.2% of all
companies operate with an MLM structure and 99.6% of all participants belong to these
companies (DSA, 2010).

While today’s MLMs offer all kinds of products or services, just like traditional direct selling did
decades ago, key differences between both exist. This is important because MLM companies
present themselves as respectable direct sales channels but often have features that harm
participants.

How does MLM differ from direct selling or SLM?

1. Indirect selling/SLM, participants are retailers of products and services. They earn a
commission (a percentage) of what they retail to end customers, i.e. non-participants.
In MLM companies, however, participants also become so-called business partners who
recruit others and who purchase products for manifold reasons (e.g. getting discounts,
earning a bonus, keeping one’s position in the multilevel network) beyond just
showcasing the products to potential end customers (GroR & Vriens, 2024).

2. Akey appeal for people to join an MLM is the promise of earning passive income. This
income (e.g. commissions) allegedly keeps coming in from their ‘downline,’ i.e.
participants they have recruited and who recruit yet more people. While traditional
direct selling is ‘single-level’, MLMs form a multi-tiered system where those higher up
(‘upline’) earn from the purchases, retail sales, and recruiting efforts of those below
them (Bradley & Oates, 2021; Keep & Vander Nat, 2014).

3. This multi-tiered system shifts efforts from retailing products or services to non-
participants toward recruiting others who invest time and money into their business, in
the hope that these investments will pay off someday. As financial data from
independent sources clearly show, for most participants, this hope does not
materialize (Bosley, 2024; DelLiema, Shadel, Nofziger, & Pak, 2018).

4. A core reason for financial losses is that MLMs incentivize and pressure their
participants to purchase more of the company products or services than they can
genuinely consume or retail. Participants invest their money in products to achieve



preset purchase volumes, be eligible for rewards, or are told that purchasing products
will help them to become successful (GroR & Vriens, 2024).

5. MLM participants are not only responsible for recruiting others but also for motivating,
training, and socializing them. As widely documented, MLM companies are often
described as cult-like cultures (GroB & Vriens, 2019, 2024; Koehn, 2001; Schiffauer,
2018). These cultures harm participants and their social relations, discourage critical
thinking, and make participants persist in a losing course of action (Dixon, Hornsey,
Hartley, Chapman, & Brienza, 2023; FitzPatrick, 2020).

In summary, SLM participants act as retailers. In contrast, MLM participants may retail products
or services but as alleged ‘business partners’ they are first and foremost recruited, motivated,
and incentivized to invest their time, social relations, and money into the supposed business
opportunity. All this is good for MLM companies, but most participants never receive back what
they were made to believe. Instead, most suffer losses — financially, socially, and emotionally.

Is MLM big?

MLM attracts masses, even if its total revenue is smaller than brick-and-mortar or online retail.
In 2024, an estimated 104.3 million people participated as independent contractors (WFDSA,
2024, 2025). For the US, approximately 7.7% of adults report participating at some point in
their lifetime in an MLM (DelLiema, Bosley, and Shadel, 2021). In the US alone, approximately
1,100 MLM companies are active (DSA, 2024).

Il. What we did in our JMM review

MLM has a strongly contested reputation. To provide an independent overview of the
industry’s legal and consumer harm issues, we focused on harm linked to legal issues that are
documented in legal articles.

- In a first step and in line with longstanding practice of marketing scholarship to
incorporate court cases and law articles (Thompson, 1965), we analyzed 33 law and
legal academic texts from 1973 to 2024, focusing on the US. These texts together
discuss and document eight legal issues and their associated consumer harm:
product misrepresentations, earnings misrepresentations, operating an illegal
pyramid scheme, operating an illegal lottery, saturation, the business opportunity as
an investment, the employment status of independent contractors, and foreign risk.
See our article for a detailed analysis of all eight issues.

- In a second step, we searched the Web of Science and Scopus databases for articles
in top-tier (Q1 and Q2) marketing journals since 1972. Our thorough review process
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led us to include 68 articles on MLM, making our review unusually comprehensive.
In our article we provide a detailed overview.

- In a third step, we used the eight legal issues from the legal literature review to
analyze whether and how these issues are mentioned or discussed in the marketing
literature. Of the 68 articles reviewed, 48 mentioned no legal issues at all.
Consequently, we broadened our scope to explore how MLM is framed, defined, and
researched in this discipline. We found a clear disconnect between real-world issues
and marketing journals’ coverage of MLM. We then examined the background of
marketing authors, focusing on links to the Direct Selling Education Foundation
(DSEF) — a division of the Direct Selling Association (DSA). Indeed, 40 of the 68
marketing articles were (co-)authored by someone with industry ties.

lll. The legal reality of MLMs: documented consumer harm issues

Because most industries seek to present themselves in an overly positive light, case law and
legal academic literature can provide independent facts about legal issues and the associated
consumer harm. Our analysis of 33 law and legal academic texts discusses and documents eight
legal problems (GrolR & Keep, 2025, p. 7). This summary focuses on the three most common
ones.

Products are misrepresented

- What is going on? Nutritional supplements that can heal cancer or
small devices that cure infertility - MLMs and their participants
make unproven claims (Bradley & Oates, 2021; Gressin, 2020). An @
independent investigation found ‘that 97 percent of DSA [Direct
Selling Association] member companies selling nutritional

supplements have distributors marketing their products with
illegal health claims’ (TINA, 2016)

- Why problematic? Potential and current participants are deceived into putting their money
into products that do not and cannot fulfill expectations. In addition, consumers who rely
on alleged health products can be harmed. Last but not least, participants who market
products with such claims also harm their recruits and risk straining their social relations
with friends and family when trying to recruit them or turn them into customers (GroR &
Vriens, 2019; Koehn, 2001; Schiffauer, 2018).



Earning misrepresentations

- What is going on? Earn an easy side income or get rich by
working from home - MLMs have a long history of such claims, as
articles from last century (Ella, 1973) as well as recent warnings
(FTC, 2024a) and analyses clearly indicate (TINA, 2024).

- Why problematic? Participants earn little to nothing (Bosley,
2024; FTC, 2024b) while being misled on false premises to invest

time, money, and social relationships. In addition, they harm
their friends, family members and others, when they pass on the false premises while
recruiting them (Grol8 & Vriens, 2019; Koehn, 2001; Schiffauer, 2018).

lllegal Pyramid Schemes

- What is going on? Dozens of MLMs have been found to
operate as illegal pyramid schemes (TINA, 2023). But also the
many companies that have never officially been prosecuted
nor investigated, have many similarities to such schemes
(Bradley & Oates, 2021; Keep & Vander Nat, 2014): f &
participants recruit others who are promised to earn through
the activities of those they recruit, who recruit others, who @

recruit others.

- Why problematic? Pyramid schemes have an unsustainable
business model. Recruiting new participants is difficult and becomes harder with each
additional layer of recruits. As a consequence, most people at the bottom of the pyramid
cannot recoup their investment in products or services, time, and may also suffer social
harm from strained relationships. Even when real, tangible products or consumer services
are offered, most participants lose money, time, and social relationships.

With our analysis of all eight issues in our review article, we provide the first comprehensive
overview of legal MLM issues in the US.

IV. How marketing research often gets MLMs wrong
Our analysis provides clear signs that marketing research intentionally or unintentionally
contributes to a distorted understanding of MLM in three ways:
1. Legal and consumer harm issues are often overlooked

2. Thereis a widespread contrast between the academic and actual nature of MLM



3. A small group of authors with industry ties have substantial influence.

Legal and consumer harm issues are often overlooked

Of the 68 marketing articles reviewed, 48 do not discuss any legal issues or the associated
consumer harm. Only three provide substantial discussion of various issues, while two
additional articles briefly mention such issues as inherent in the business model. Four articles
misrepresent legal issues and provide incorrect explanations: they describe pyramid schemes
inaccurately and incompletely, thereby downplaying MLMs’ similarities to them. This puts
MLMs not only in a favorable light but also misrepresents real-world legal harm.

For consumer harm (independent of legal issues), the results are similar: 31 articles mention
none at all. While several mention the industry's poor image or consumers' low trust, many
authors attribute these to external factors — for example, public misunderstanding of MLM or
factors outside headquarters' control — essentially defending the industry. Only four articles
explicitly discuss non-legal consumer harm, such as harm to social relations when using friends
and family for retail or recruiting.

There is a widespread contrast between the academic and actual nature of MLM

Beyond the limited acknowledgment or discussion of legal and consumer harm issues, our
review shows that MLM is often described and discussed in line with the industry’s favorable
self-portrayal that ignores actual legal and consumer harm.

First, as outlined above, MLM differs substantially from traditional direct selling/SLM. Yet, most
articles still frame and describe MLM as a direct selling retail channel —a model that lost
dominance during the 1980s (Biggart, 1989; Vander Nat & Keep, 2002). While a few articles
were written when traditional product-focused SLM prevailed, this does not apply to most.
Whether intentionally or not, many marketing articles thus fail to provide MLMs’ core
problematic features: a focus on recruiting, the incentives to overspend on products/services,
and the potential to harm one’s social relations.

Second, and connected to the first point, the opportunities associated with participating in an
MLM are often misrepresented in overly positive ways — for example as a great income
opportunity, a means to empower women, or a way to connect with friends and family through
recruiting them.

In sum, a substantial share of marketing scholarship on MLM is characterized by a strong
disconnect between the real-world issues the industry causes with its MLM business model and
the way it is defined, framed, and discussed in the field of marketing. This way, scholarship
intentionally or unintentionally contributes to obscuring core characteristics of how MLMs
operate and the issues it causes.



While it was beyond the scope of our review to analyze for each article why and with which
intention the industry was framed, defined, and discussed, the overrepresentation of scholars
linked to the industry-based DSEF is worrisome — see our next key finding.

Authors with industry ties have substantial influence

In an ideal world, research would be independent. Our analysis shows that this is often not the
case for MLM marketing research. In line with the DSEF’s goal to influence and shape the
perceptions of the industry, 24 of the 107 authors who (co-)authored one or several of the 68
marketing journal articles on MLM have visible and proven industry ties. These 24 authors (22%
of the total) tied to the industry have substantial influence: they (co-)authored 40 of the 68
articles (59%).

To illustrate how this coincides with whether and how legal and consumer harm issues are
mentioned, acknowledged, or discussed, this overview provides a categorization and
illustration of the detailed insights in our review. Figure 1 compares the articles with (40) and
without (28) authors tied to the industry as detailed in our review. A detailed explanation of the
categories and the respective article authors are provided in Box 1 at the end of the summary.

Figure 1: Acknowledgment of and approach to legal and consumer harm issues;
based on GroB and Keep (2025)
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Figure 2 provides an overview of articles, separated by those without or with industry ties. As
the figure shows, articles with industry ties are dominated by yellow (“no issues”) and red
(combined “external attribution of problems” and “misrepresenting case law/legal literature”).
By contrast, nearly half of the articles by authors without industry ties acknowledge legal or
consumer harm issues, at least to some extent.

Figure 2: Comparison combined categories
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Our findings raise serious concerns about the independence of marketing scholarship, the
influence of the MLM industry lobby on research, and whether ethical standards promoted by
the American Marketing Association (AMA) or the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC)
are realized in the case of the MLM industry.

V. Moving forward: a real-world MLM definition

Our double review of legal and marketing literature on MLM discusses six approaches to bridge
the gap between real-world issues and current MLM marketing research, e.g. the use of legal



literature, independence from industry, research into industry ties and lobbying, more
participant-focused research, and self-reflection of marketing research associations.

This summary highlights one key aspect: the need for an MLM definition that fits the reality of
how the industry operates and affects consumers around the world.

As highlighted above, a widespread definition and framing of MLM is based on a traditional
direct selling/single-level marketing model. Definitions focusing on SLM/the retail aspect, such
as ‘face-to-face selling away from a fixed retail location’ (Peterson & Wotruba, 1996, p. 2), are
outdated as SLM has a very low prevalence nowadays with less than 6% of companies and
fewer than 1% participants (DSA, 2010). These definitions serve industry interests (FitzPatrick,
2020) but neither independent academic research nor consumers.

In our paper we propose an updated definition:

“Multi-Level Marketing (MLM) is a business model designed for companies to create
revenue by selling consumer products and services to and through a multi-level network
of independent representatives pursuing an income opportunity. For participants,
compensation and losses derive from purchasing, selling, and recruiting others into the
network while seeking to reach required multi-level purchase volumes.” (GroRR & Keep,
2025, p. 23)

This definition captures the reality of the industry. It takes into account that MLM is not simply
a retail channel. Instead, it highlights that the industry attracts participants with an alleged
income opportunity: The wish to earn a (substantial) income is the key reason why people join
(DelLiema et al., 2018), even though most of them never achieve this (Bosley, 2024; DeLiema et
al., 2018; FTC, 2024b). While participants invest time, money, and their social relations into the
system, MLM companies flourish, but most participants do not.

Conclusion

As noted in the Introduction, 7.7% of US adults report having participated at some point in their
lifetime in an MLM (DelLiema et al., 2018), purchasing products, and turning to their friends and
family members in the hope of retailing products or recruiting them into their downline. Our
review shows how marketing research, much of it conducted by researchers with industry ties,
has often failed to reflect these realities. Given the well-documented legal and consumer harm
issues, stricter regulation of the industry and enforcement of regulations is required (Bradley &
Oates, 2021). Furthermore, independent research is needed that goes beyond framing and —
intentionally or unintentionally — promoting the industry’s self-portrayal of MLM as a harmless,
traditional, direct selling retail channel.
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Box 1: Categories of Figure 1
For details, see GroR and Keep (2025), find all references for free at
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/ref/10.1080/0267257X.2025.2578617?scroll=top

Inherent/substantial discussion (5x without industry ties): Three articles are dedicated to the problematic aspects of MLM
(Bloch, 1996; Bosley & McKeage, 2015; Vander Nat & Keep, 2002); two briefly highlight that the MLM business model has at
least one inherent problem, such as similarities to pyramid schemes or companies training participants to mislead customers
(Granfield & Nicols, 1975; Jolson, 1972).

Limited acknowledgment (8x without, 6x with industry ties): These articles do not discuss problems as substantial or as
inherent of how MLMs operate. They do, however, briefly acknowledge that legal or consumer harm issues exist in the
industry; they might, on top, also mention the low trust and image problems of the industry, partially attributing problems
externally.

- Without industry ties (Chan, 1999; Chopra et al., 2023; Croft & Woodruffe, 1996; Gleim, Johnson, & Lawson, 2019; Huang,
Huang, & Dubinsky, 2014; Kustin & Jones, 1995; Sargeant & Msweli, 1999; Sparks & Schenk, 2006)

- With industry ties (Brodie, Stanworth, & Wotruba, 2002; Crittenden & Crittenden, 2004; Peterson & Wotruba, 1996; Poon,
Albaum, & Yin, 2017; Wotruba, 1990b; Wotruba & Tyagi, 1991)

Trust/image, no explanation (1x without, 5x with industry ties): These articles mention that the industry has a negative image
or consumers have low trust. They do not explain why this is the case nor mention any legal or consumer harm issues.

- Without industry ties during research/now industry-affiliated (Beeler, Chaker, Gala, & Zablah, 2020)*
- With industry ties (Peterson, Albaum, & Ridgway, 1989; Raymond & Tanner Jr, 1994; Wotruba, Brodie, & Stanworth, 2005;
Wotruba & Pribova, 1996; Young & Albaum, 2003)

No issues or problems (10x without industry ties, 20x with): These articles study MLM without naming any legal or consumer
harm issues nor mentioning any trust or image problems.

- Without industry ties (Amenuvor, Yi, & Boateng, 2022; Arshad et al., 2024; Dai, Wang, & Teo, 2011; Duffy, 2005; Frenzen &
Davis, 1990; Merrilees & Miller, 1999; Miao, 2021; Salciuviene, Reardon, & Auruskeviciene, 2011; Satornino, Allen, Shi, &
Bolander, 2023; Yi & Amenuvor, 2024)

- With industry ties (Brown & Peterson, 1994; Chonko, 1999a, 1999b; Crittenden, Crittenden, & Ajjan, 2019, 2020; Crittenden &
Wilson, 2002; Ferrell & Ferrell, 2012; Jaramillo & Grisaffe, 2009; Jaramillo, Mulki, & Boles, 2013; Larson, Flaherty, Zablah,
Brown, & Wiener, 2008; Peterson & Crittenden, 2023; Peterson, Crittenden, & Albaum, 2019; Poon & Albaum, 2019; Ragland,
Brouthers, & Widmier, 2015; Ragland, Widmier, & Brouthers, 2015; Schelfhaudt & Crittenden, 2005; Tyagi & Wotruba, 1993;
Widmier, Brouthers, & Ragland, 2020; Wotruba, 1989, 1990a)

Low trust/poor image with external attribution (3x without, 6x with industry ties): These articles do not mention legal or
consumer harm issues. But they do mention that the industry has a negative image or consumers have low trust. They attribute
the reasons externally (i.e. outside the reach of MLM companies). For example, they claim that consumers or researchers fail to
understand how MLMs truly work or argue that participants misrepresent a brand because they overidentify with it.

- Without industry ties (Luk, Fullgrabe, & Li, 1999; Msweli & Sargeant, 2001); no ties at research time; now industry-affiliated
(Beeler, Zablah, & Rapp, 2021)*

- With industry ties (Chonko, Wotruba, & Loe, 2002; Fergurson, Gironda, & Petrescu, 2021; Ferrell, Gonzalez-Padron, & Ferrell,
2010; Glackin & Adivar, 2023; Grayson, 2007; Poon, Albaum, & Shiu-Fai Chan, 2012)

Limited acknowledgement/misrepresents legal (1x without industry ties): This article acknowledges MLMs’ potential
similarities with pyramid schemes but falls short of characterizing pyramid schemes correctly, offering implicit support for MLM
in Malaysia (Nga & Wai Mun, 2011).

Misrepresent legal issues (3x with industry ties): These three articles misrepresent case law and legal scholarship on pyramid
schemes in substantial ways. By providing a distorted definition of what is illegal, they represent MLMs as clearly different from
pyramid schemes, misrepresenting the industry as unproblematic (Coughlan & Grayson, 1998; Crittenden & Albaum, 2015;
Peterson & Albaum, 2007).

*Beeler papers: no ties at research time; now DSEF-affiliated https://dsef.org/dsef-welcomes-its-newest-fellows-01-29/.
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