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Hey, Hun

Sales, Sis­ter­hood, Supremacy, and the Other Lies Be­hind Mul­ti­level Mar­ket­ing
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To all the women who are
    brave enough to speak out about de­struc­tive sys­tems that ben­e­fit them, and to those harmed by them day in and day out.




In­tro­duc­tion

“Okay, ladies, be­fore our morn­ing ses­sion, let’s get to­gether! Pose, hang on… Kelsey, I can’t see your face, get over to the left… Amy, I can’t see you! Okay, here we go… Smile!”

I stand up straight in the back row, like I’m pos­ing for a cheer­lead­ing photo, ex­cept I’m thirty-five, I’m slightly drunk, and tech­ni­cally, I’m at work. Becky takes the pic­ture with her iPhone and looks at it. I can tell she’s not pleased with ev­ery woman in it, but clearly, it’s good enough for the ones who count. I’ll let you in early: I’m one of those who count. I have been a con­sul­tant for Re­juvinat, a mul­ti­level-mar­ket­ing com­pany (MLM), for two years—and al­ready, I am one of their top earn­ers. If all goes well, I’ll be get­ting the white Mer­cedes by the end of the year.

Fair warn­ing: This is the pretty much true, ab­so­lutely ridicu­lous, def­i­nitely catty story of my life in an MLM, but it’s more than that. It’s also about how MLMs op­er­ate, their role in the lives of sub­ur­ban women across the United States, and the be­lief sys­tems, sys­temic racism, and white supremacy that course through their train­ings, mar­ket­ing, and one-on-one in­ter­ac­tions. (Think white supremacy is a stretch? To that, I give you the Mer­riam-Web­ster dic­tio­nary def­i­ni­tion of supremacy: “The state or con­di­tion of be­ing su­pe­rior to all oth­ers in au­thor­ity, power, or sta­tus.”)

Be­cause what I learned dur­ing my time at one of the big­gest MLMs in the world is that it wasn’t just a way for stay-at-home moms (SAHMs) to earn money, it was ac­tu­ally a way for women to ex­ploit other women, de­mand­ing that they be re­made in their (well-fil­tered) im­age. We re­quired that ini­ti­ates sub­scribe not only to the prod­ucts we ped­dled but to a world­view that cham­pi­oned old, im­pe­rial ideas of suc­cess, class, race, and beauty.

And to think, all I wanted was a stupid white car.

MLM is a mar­ket­ing strat­egy for the sale of prod­ucts or ser­vices where the MLM’s rev­enue comes from con­trac­tors who are non-salaried, sell­ing the com­pany’s prod­ucts or ser­vices to friends and fam­ily, while the par­tic­i­pants’ earn­ings are de­rived from a mul­ti­level com­mis­sion sys­tem. This strat­egy is also called di­rect sell­ing, net­work mar­ket­ing, pyra­mid sell­ing, and so­cial com­merce, among many other monikers. The com­pen­sa­tion plan pays peo­ple based on prod­uct sales and re­cruit­ment of more peo­ple to sell the prod­ucts. It re­quires peo­ple like me to sell to and at­tempt to re­cruit oth­ers into the same or­ga­ni­za­tion. You prob­a­bly know many peo­ple in MLMs. You might pur­chase prod­ucts from them with­out even know­ing it.

At first glance, it seems so be­nign—women sell­ing leg­gings and makeup and cook­ware in their spare time, with the hope of build­ing more in­come and more friend­ships. “Cute” so­cial me­dia posts sug­gest that lonely sub­ur­ban gals can build mean­ing­ful com­mu­nity with other suc­cess-ori­ented women and be­come the best ver­sion of them­selves. What’s wrong with a lit­tle girl power? As it turns out, a lot. What makes the whole en­ter­prise so sticky (and icky) is the fact that dis­trib­u­tors make more money from re­cruit­ment and the sales of those they re­cruit than from the prod­ucts they sell di­rectly. To suc­ceed in the in­dus­try, sales reps must con­sis­tently re­cruit new dis­trib­u­tors. This is sold as a flex­i­ble op­tion for busy moms, but it can be very hard to suc­ceed if you don’t have a large net­work (and firm re­sources) to draw from.

It’s easy to over­look these fac­tors be­cause MLMs are ev­ery­where, so they can’t be that bad, right? I didn’t think so. In fact, to my last days, I still de­fended and wanted to be­lieve in what I had done, even though I felt im­mea­sur­able guilt and shame. It took me a long time to gather the guts to write this book, for fear of of­fend­ing peo­ple I loved and still do. A part of me wanted to say it wasn’t that bad, but if you keep read­ing, you’ll prob­a­bly dis­agree. Af­ter I left the world of MLM, I be­gan to see it for what it was. I be­gan to see that Re­juvinat, and the many MLMs just like it, em­ployed spe­cific meth­ods to main­tain con­trol over peo­ple, just like cults. Steven Has­san, for­mer cult mem­ber and de­fec­tor, de­scribes this phe­nom­e­non in his dis­ser­ta­tion as the BITE (be­hav­ior, in­for­ma­tion, thought, and emo­tional con­trol) Model, which I will ref­er­ence in greater de­tail in this book.

Us­ing these meth­ods, MLMs not only pro­mote a spe­cific vi­sion of fem­i­nism, pa­tri­o­tism, and cap­i­tal­ism, they also cre­ate a sys­tem of ex­ploita­tion that leaves many women fi­nan­cially, emo­tion­ally, and morally bank­rupt. Dur­ing my time at Re­juvinat, I saw deep-rooted racism, clas­sism, re­li­gious dis­crim­i­na­tion, an­ti­semitism, bias, and cult be­hav­ior, which isn’t sur­pris­ing, be­cause MLMs work like most colo­nial struc­tures: They re­cruit their mem­bers through so­cial en­gage­ment, eco­nomic con­trol, ex­ploita­tion, and en­trap­ment, cre­at­ing a breed­ing ground for white vi­o­lence in the ab­sence of any eco­nomic, racial, or eth­nic di­ver­sity. And if you de­cide to leave, ex­it­ing MLMs can feel akin to tak­ing on the class bully in mid­dle school, ex­cept the mean girls are all in their thir­ties and for­ties, wield­ing lux­ury SUVs and Louis Vuit­ton Nev­er­fulls. And once you do es­cape, the heal­ing process can be over­whelm­ing.

Im­por­tant note: Yes, I am a white chick talk­ing about white supremacy. When I be­gan writ­ing this book, I didn’t think it would con­tain much about white supremacy and racism, be­cause as a white woman, I was naive to how those forces were at play in the work and cul­ture of MLM life. I thought the book would just be a juicy story about my in­volve­ment, the re­al­iza­tions I had dur­ing my ex­pe­ri­ence, and why I couldn’t be in­volved any­more, and it is, but there is so much more. As I re­searched and in­ter­viewed for­mer MLM mem­bers, I be­gan to see just how in­sid­i­ous the cul­ture was, and with the rise of QAnon and other con­spir­acy the­o­ries, I saw the links be­tween the pseu­do­science, white supremacy, and, yes, racism that per­me­ated MLM life.

But I’m not an an­tiracist ed­u­ca­tor, and I have no in­ter­est in mak­ing money from teach­ing white chicks how to be bet­ter white chicks. I’ve ben­e­fited from the priv­i­lege of be­ing white, pretty, fi­nan­cially sound, and thin most of my life. I still do, and I likely al­ways will. I’m not here to wag fin­gers or win the Woke White Olympics. I’m a white chick who prof­ited off a sys­tem that I be­lieve ex­ploits peo­ple (in­clud­ing other white women). Pe­riod. And I think it’s our duty as hu­mans to speak out about things that are un­fair and un­just, even if they ben­e­fit us. Es­pe­cially if they ben­e­fit us. Be­cause if the ben­e­fit is only for a few, the detri­ment is for many.

Through­out the 2010s, MLMs took off through In­sta­gram and in­flu­encers and the cult of sub­ur­ban moms who were cat­a­pulted into guru sta­tus (such as, ahem, rhymes with Hachel Rol­lis), all be­cause they knew how to use a fil­ter and par­rot per­sonal de­vel­op­ment clichés. And I un­der­stand the al­lure be­cause I was one of those moms. In some ways, I still am, as I find my­self count­ing the so­cial me­dia likes and nit­pick­ing my ap­pear­ance in self­ies just like any­one else. But dur­ing my time at Re­juvinat, I saw what those fil­ters did to the women be­hind them, and I dis­cov­ered the hard way what they did to me.

Be­cause some­where be­tween day 1, when I signed the con­sul­tant en­roll­ment form, and day 2,568, when I faxed in my ter­mi­na­tion no­tice, I be­came a per­son I didn’t like, and I was one of the few who “made it.”

It is re­ported by most sources that be­tween 96 and 99.7 per­cent of peo­ple who buy into MLM schemes lose money. The odds of turn­ing a profit in any MLM are lower than the odds of win­ning roulette. But I did win. As I said be­fore, I was a suc­cess story in the MLM world. I made well over a mil­lion dol­lars dur­ing my res­i­dency as a #boss­babe. I walked stages adorned with sparkly gowns and waved a pageant wave to­ward a crowd of ador­ing fans pray­ing to be where I was. I earned ev­ery bonus, gift, lux­ury purse, and di­a­mond-en­crusted piece of jew­elry the com­pany had to of­fer (and I also paid hefty taxes on them). I went on so many shop­ping sprees and in­ter­na­tional trips that it made my head spin (and the non­stop drink­ing didn’t help). I led con­ven­tion train­ings, got to be a key­note speaker at nu­mer­ous com­pany events, and was a cor­po­rate dar­ling for nearly my en­tire run in my MLM.

But I did a lot more than that. Dur­ing my years at Re­juvinat, I also pushed away friends and fam­ily. I burned bridges. I wasted pre­cious time be­ing dis­tracted with “my busi­ness” in­stead of spend­ing time with my chil­dren, who were still very much chil­dren at that time. I spent hours par­rot­ing com­pany scripts to my down­line (the peo­ple I re­cruited to be on my “team”) and tens of thou­sands of dol­lars on re­treats, train­ings, per­sonal de­vel­op­ment, prod­ucts, and gifts. I re­cruited hun­dreds of women into a dream that wasn’t achiev­able or sus­tain­able for the ma­jor­ity of them, and taught oth­ers to do the same. I got wrapped up in all things #girl­boss with de­signer shoes and white cars and the full MLM bling life­style. I sent cut-and-paste texts and emails that make me cringe, and I reg­u­larly added and cold-mes­saged ran­dom strangers on so­cial me­dia with the salu­ta­tion “Hey, hun” (hence the name of this book), be­cause I was fol­low­ing a “sys­tem of op­er­a­tion.” I can see now how in­flu­enced (brain­washed) I was. As hor­ri­ble as it feels to com­pare to a mass sui­cide, I be­lieve the fig­ure of speech fits here: I drank the Kool-Aid. And I made it a dou­ble.

Speak­ing of dou­bles, I also sank into se­vere sub­stance-use dis­or­der and deep de­pres­sion. The night I got the car (oh yes, I did!), I found my­self in hand­cuffs only hours later. If you re­ally want to know what fu­els many of those MLM sales par­ties, you don’t need to look much fur­ther than the bar. I cer­tainly didn’t. My drink­ing took off dur­ing my time with Re­juvinat. I drank as much as I sold, and I was very suc­cess­ful at both. So suc­cess­ful that I got a DUI the night of my “car party.” And af­ter I hit rock bot­tom and got sober, I was trot­ted out at ev­ery Re­juvinat event as their “in­spi­ra­tional tale.” Though it wasn’t long be­fore they started to com­plain that my star was shin­ing a lit­tle too bright. Be­cause de­spite be­ing cam­ou­flaged as em­pow­er­ing, MLMs are deeply anti-fem­i­nist. They aren’t about women suc­ceed­ing; they are about us­ing the ap­pear­ance of fe­male suc­cess to help the com­pany suc­ceed.

As I es­ca­lated in the ranks, the things I saw over the course of the next few years changed my view­point. De­spite par­rot­ing ev­ery toxic-pos­i­tive mantra in the MLM world, in­clud­ing “You only fail if you quit!,” ad nau­seum dur­ing my in­doc­tri­na­tion, I did just that: I quit.

Among MLM cir­cles, there’s a com­mon be­lief that those who fail do so be­cause of their lim­ited be­liefs, fixed mind­set, shitty pri­or­i­ties, and un­will­ing­ness to do what it takes to suc­ceed. But I did what it took. I earned all the things. Yet I still felt the en­tire time that I was fail­ing, and by the end of my seven years of cap­tiv­ity, I couldn’t wait to get the hell out.

When I left, I be­gan to won­der, Why aren’t more peo­ple talk­ing about this? And I found out that they were.

As I be­gan div­ing into pod­casts, read­ing books, watch­ing YouTube chan­nels, surf­ing Red­dit pages, look­ing at the sources of in­for­ma­tion (for­merly banned by my com­pany), as well as per­son­ally in­ter­view­ing hun­dreds of cur­rent and for­mer MLM mem­bers who de­scribe their ex­pe­ri­ence as “cult­like,” I re­al­ized we were a si­lenced ma­jor­ity. Though there are many peo­ple who glee­fully at­tack and con­demn MLMs, few of them have ac­tu­ally been in one. Most women I spoke with are em­bar­rassed and afraid to tell their story.

This book is my amends, my cel­e­bra­tion, my cau­tion­ary tale, and a glimpse into the sto­ries of many. The women who have lost money, friends, self-es­teem, and more, all be­cause they wanted to join a “life-chang­ing op­por­tu­nity.” This is me not stay­ing silent.

Though I may (will) be la­beled a hater by those still in the MLM com­mu­nity (it’s a com­mon prac­tice to shun any­one who dis­sents from MLMs), I don’t hate MLMs, and I don’t hate the peo­ple who run them or join them. I have friends who are still in them, many of whom I re­cruited into the sys­tem. Many of the peo­ple I met who are in­volved in MLMs helped me a great deal in my per­sonal life and my so­bri­ety jour­ney. Some are my best friends. If any­thing, I feel ex­tremely con­nected to women (es­pe­cially moms) who are still im­mersed in the culty MLM world, on a level that peo­ple who haven’t been in­volved in them don’t un­der­stand. I love MLM peo­ple. One of my fa­vorite quotes from Roberta Blevins, host of the Life Af­ter MLM pod­cast and star of the doc­u­men­tary se­ries Lu­LaRich, is “Ev­ery­one in an MLM is a vic­tim and a per­pe­tra­tor.” And I be­lieve that. I now view peo­ple in MLMs as vic­tims and preda­tors, si­mul­ta­ne­ously, whether they want to see it that way or not.

Just like al­most ev­ery­one who joins an MLM, I joined be­liev­ing I was help­ing peo­ple, help­ing my­self, and cre­at­ing a legacy for my fam­ily. I joined for a com­mu­nity and a pur­pose. I sold that dream to oth­ers, and at the core, I do be­lieve most peo­ple who join MLMs are good peo­ple who be­lieve the ex­act same thing. They want to make a dif­fer­ence in their own and oth­ers’ lives. They want to have fun, friend­ships, and com­mu­nity, all the things that MLMs prom­ise. Like I once did, they truly be­lieve the things they are say­ing: that they in­tend to sell a dream. But in­ten­tion and im­pact don’t al­ways match.

Speak­ing of in­ten­tion and im­pact: I use a fic­ti­tious com­pany name and list ar­bi­trary prod­ucts. There is no Re­juvinat. I do this not to pro­tect the par­tic­u­lar com­pany, but be­cause I be­lieve they’re all sim­i­lar. Though there are minute dif­fer­ences in struc­ture and fi­nances, MLMs all func­tion the same way and ex­ploit the same char­ac­ter­is­tics and vul­ner­a­bil­i­ties in peo­ple. Re­gard­less of their rank, time in their MLM, or back­ground, the women I talked to who left MLMs had so much in com­mon with me: a de­sire for self-im­prove­ment, to help their fam­ily, or to be part of some­thing big­ger than them­selves. There were more com­mon­al­i­ties than dif­fer­ences, which is a nod to the ho­mo­ge­neous na­ture of the peo­ple tar­geted to be in MLMs, and also the blue­print for how vul­ner­a­ble peo­ple get sucked in.

I’m cer­tainly not win­ning any pop­u­lar­ity con­tests, but I’m not here to ruin the party for any­one else. I’m no stranger to dis­sent­ing from some­thing that mass amounts of women love and con­sider a per­son­al­ity trait. Along with speak­ing out about the harm of MLMs, I am a vo­cal re­cov­ery ad­vo­cate who shares about sub­stance-use dis­or­der and pre­ven­tion reg­u­larly. I shout my so­bri­ety from the moun­tain­tops and sing the praises of liv­ing al­co­hol-free. I’ve writ­ten a book about it, run a large com­mu­nity app for moms in re­cov­ery, and have talked about it openly for al­most seven years. Yet I have tons of friends and loved ones who drink, and I could give a shit if al­co­hol is sold or con­sumed around me. I’m pro-so­bri­ety, not anti-drinker. I’m also not anti–peo­ple in MLMs. This is sim­ply my story wo­ven in with what I’ve learned through­out.

Ad­di­tion­ally, the women I write about in this book don’t ac­tu­ally ex­ist. There is no Becky, Kim­berly, Han­nah, or Madi­son; rather, they are com­pos­ites of the hun­dreds of dif­fer­ent women I in­ter­acted with over my ten­ure in MLM. While sim­i­lar qual­i­ties and be­hav­iors were com­bined into these pro­tag­o­nists and an­tag­o­nists, the truth is, there might be a lit­tle Becky, Kim­berly, Han­nah, and Madi­son in all of us. Time­lines have been length­ened or short­ened for sto­ry­telling, and some cir­cum­stances such as lo­ca­tion have been changed for con­text or to pro­tect iden­ti­ties. How­ever, all the con­ver­sa­tions, sce­nar­ios, and in­ter­ac­tions took place, and they are shared here with as much ac­cu­racy as my mem­ory can pro­vide. Though I have a hard time look­ing back and be­liev­ing some of the things that were said to me and the cir­cum­stances I placed my­self in over the past decade, it’s all true. A dozen years ago, I would have thrown this book in a fire. And now, I’m writ­ing it in­stead, be­cause I think this is how we change things.

So, whether you’ve been in an MLM, hate MLMs, or just want to read about white women be­hav­ing badly (and why), hey, hun, I hope you en­joy this book.
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The Best Fake Friends You’ll Ever Have [image: ]


I was re­cruited into an MLM by some­one who con­vinced me that we were friends be­cause she “saw her­self in me.” She played on my emo­tions, know­ing I wanted to leave the mil­i­tary, and told me to put the kit cost on my credit card be­cause she could train me to earn it back. Fast-for­ward a few months and de­spite do­ing ev­ery­thing she “coached me to do,” I was ex­hausted and los­ing money. It got so bad fi­nan­cially that I quit, with loads of credit-card debt. And that “friend”? She told me that I gave up, blocked me, and never spoke to me again.

—JAN­ICE, for­mer MLM rep



In early 2014, by all ac­counts, my life was pretty great. I had a sup­port­ive spouse, beau­ti­ful kids, and a com­fort­able life. And yet, some­thing felt like it was miss­ing. I couldn’t quite put my fin­ger on it. Af­ter our last child was born, I re­mem­bered think­ing, What’s next? De­spite be­ing busy with five kids, I felt like I had to be do­ing more. Was be­ing a SAHM enough? I looked around at other moms who worked from home or worked full-time and thought, How do they do it? and they prob­a­bly looked at me and asked the same thing. Did any­one ac­tu­ally have it fig­ured out? Why did we all feel like we should be do­ing more? I felt like a mar­tyr most days, and I knew I wasn’t alone.

In many ways, women have in­ter­nal­ized the idea that we must do it all, while also tak­ing on the brunt of house­work, child­care, and the emo­tional and men­tal la­bor of man­ag­ing a house­hold full of dif­fer­ent peo­ple with vary­ing needs, all at our own ex­pense. I’d tried many cop­ing mech­a­nisms to fill the void—wine, other peo­ple, over­schedul­ing my­self—but I al­ways ended up feel­ing less than, alone, and iso­lated. That was, un­til I found what could be the so­lu­tion to all my prob­lems: a busi­ness in a box.

“Babe! I left Rowan’s blan­ket down­stairs. Can you grab it when you come up?”

I’m snug­gling with my two-year-old, crammed into a tod­dler bed where I end up fall­ing asleep many nights, much to the cha­grin of my aching back. But not tonight. Tonight, I’ll be meet­ing a friend I haven’t seen in al­most twenty years. Okay, “friend” is a bit of a stretch. Becky is from my home­town, and we went to the same high school but were never close. In fact, I’m pretty sure we’ve never spo­ken. She was a few years younger than me in school and quiet, but al­ways very sweet. She friended me on Face­book a while back and I hap­pily ac­cepted. (Back then, Face­book was still pretty new and a fun place for shar­ing pics of kids with peo­ple you hadn’t seen in ten years—in­stead of the mine­field of ads, sales, pol­i­tics, mis­in­for­ma­tion, and anx­i­ety driven by bizarre al­go­rithms that it is to­day—so get­ting friend re­quests from past ac­quain­tances wasn’t out of the or­di­nary. The good old days.) A few weeks prior, Becky had reached out via Mes­sen­ger and told me she’d be in Seat­tle for a work trip; she asked if I’d like to get wine dur­ing her visit. An IRL visit? From a hu­man woman? A night out away from my kids? Truly, she had me at “wine.” I said yes with­out much thought, and here we are, on the precipice of our first of­fi­cial live con­ver­sa­tion.

I grab my coat, load the map on my phone, and head off. It’s been a while since I’ve been out alone with­out my hus­band, or any of the kids. Truth be told, the past year has been pretty rocky be­tween my hus­band and me. Adding a fifth kid to the mix has been a chal­lenge, as has his travel sched­ule. On top of that, fi­nances have been tough, and jug­gling all the things has been over­whelm­ing. Preschool, pi­ano lessons, soc­cer prac­tice, driv­ing ev­ery­where, and pack­ing all the lunches be­tween naps and di­a­per changes. Maybe that’s why I jumped at the chance to meet with some­one I hardly know, and her “col­leagues.” It’s funny how con­stantly be­ing sur­rounded by six other peo­ple can still leave you feel­ing so damn lonely some­times.

In many ways, feel­ing iso­lated and alone is what drives many women and moms to find “cop­ing mech­a­nisms,” lit­tle es­capes from re­al­ity. Though they are in­no­cent from the out­set—who doesn’t love a “mom’s night out with wine!” or to “shop at home with Kelsi”?—they never ad­dress the ac­tual prob­lem: that women don’t have a vil­lage. We are alone. Even if we are mar­ried or part­nered, even if we have friends, the day-to-day tasks fall com­pletely on our shoul­ders.

Since the birth of my first son, I have been won­der­ing where that idyl­lic vil­lage peo­ple keep talk­ing about is, or if it even ex­ists. Is there a phone num­ber to call or some­thing? Plenty of peo­ple of­fer to “help” in their own way, but the odds are stacked against moms. We take time off from our jobs while our part­ners go back to work, maybe have a lit­tle ma­ter­nity leave, or as­sume more of the house­hold du­ties in lieu of work­ing out­side of the home. Yet days are stretched out, the cal­en­dar is empty, and we’re busier than ever try­ing to keep a hu­man alive. The small­est tasks we took for granted be­fore, even buy­ing gro­ceries, seem daunt­ing with a new squeal­ing ball of flesh in tow. De­spite this be­ing the norm for ev­ery woman who has a baby, most of us do it by our­selves. Stud­ies show that 90 per­cent of new moms con­sider them­selves lonely, and 54 per­cent con­sider them­selves friend­less.

This lone­li­ness, plus over­whelm from car­ing for chil­dren, on top of the new rou­tine of be­ing alone most of the time, can lead to iso­la­tion, which is ironic, be­cause you’re never ac­tu­ally alone. You can’t even pee alone. But the lack of adult in­ter­ac­tion and the loss of your pre­vi­ous life feels lonely. And though the stigma around post­par­tum de­pres­sion is less­en­ing, many moms still don’t reach out for help be­cause they don’t want to be seen as weak or un­able to cope. Friend­ship cir­cles change be­cause it can be hard to re­late to women with­out chil­dren or with chil­dren of a dif­fer­ent age, and there is an end­less strug­gle and cy­cle of guilt over the choices you need to make as a mom—and no mat­ter what, ac­cord­ing to some­one, you’re mak­ing the wrong choice. No won­der a night out get­ting drunk with friends or an an­noy­ing sales pitch from Kelsi down the street seems so much more invit­ing than any­thing that ac­tu­ally fixes the prob­lem. Rachel Al­len­der, a li­censed ther­a­pist who works with cou­ples and par­ents, says, “You can change your job or ca­reer. But you can’t di­vorce your kids. And there is a neg­a­tive im­pact on you when you can never power down.”

But who has time when we are busy do­ing it all?

So, this is how it started: a prom­ise of wine and an op­por­tu­nity to over­come the lone­li­ness, just for one night. Wine and shop­ping are al­ready reg­u­lar es­capes for me, and now, I am be­ing led into an evening that of­fers more. Becky works for one of “those” com­pa­nies. Lately, they’ve been pop­ping up more and more on so­cial me­dia—you know, op­por­tu­nity of a life­time, join my team, blah blah blah. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve been in­trigued. How could I not? I’ve seen some of the fun trips Becky has been on. Ap­par­ently, she’s mak­ing great money, and best of all, she has a host of new friends ac­cord­ing to her so­cial me­dia posts. It would seem that this “op­por­tu­nity” has truly changed her life, even if it does make my Face­book feed an­noy­ing. I am skep­ti­cal, and guarded, though I can’t put my fin­ger on what doesn’t sit well with me. But if she brings it up, what’s the harm in learn­ing more? Plus, the idea of jet­ting off to wine coun­try to spend a week hang­ing out with other women and not my kids sounds like a freak­ing lot­tery ticket. I check the rearview mir­ror and shake off my anx­i­ety. Why am I spend­ing my drive over­think­ing this? It’s a night out! I turn the tunes up for the rest of the ride (Brit­ney Spears? Yes!) and af­ter an­other fif­teen min­utes of bliss, alone in my car, I pull into a park­ing lot to a wine bar. I check my lip­stick, take a deep breath, and head in­side.

“Emily! So good to see you!” Becky throws her arms around me. It’s funny af­ter so many years that peo­ple look ex­actly the same as your mem­ory. She hasn’t changed a bit! Or maybe we’ve both changed a lot and our old brains have ad­justed to our new re­al­ity. She in­tro­duces me to a few other ladies at the ta­ble and ges­tures to the wait­ress to come over as we sit down.

The first thing I no­tice is the prod­uct lineup on the ta­ble. There are some sup­ple­ments, shakes, beauty prod­ucts, and pam­phlets with pic­tures of busi­ness kits on them. I quickly re­al­ize that the other ladies here each have “guests” with them who ap­par­ently were in­vited to learn about the busi­ness. Ini­tially, I’m a lit­tle crest­fallen. I’d thought that Becky wanted to catch up with me, when in re­al­ity, she wants to give me the mom­boss ver­sion of a time­share pre­sen­ta­tion. I pull my­self down to earth with some re­as­sur­ing self-talk: Come on, this is some­one you know from Face­book who told you in ad­vance she was here for work—lighten up, Emily!

As the wait­ress brings my large pour of pros­ecco, I for­get what I was so wor­ried about, and I set­tle in for the spiel.

“I lost all the baby weight in the first few months when I be­came a con­sul­tant,” sings one rep. “My skin has never been more glowy,” echoes an­other.

I down my first drink as I lis­ten to praises of the prod­ucts from all of these women who use them. They sound very gen­uine. And these women look like com­pletely nor­mal moms my age, not sleazy vac­uum sales­men. In fact, they all sort of look like me—up­per mid­dle class, wear­ing cool mom clothes, and sport­ing trendy hand­bags. They con­tinue, “And the prod­ucts were so good, I couldn’t pass up the busi­ness op­por­tu­nity. Why wouldn’t I want my own prod­ucts at a dis­count? I’m go­ing to use them any­way!”

“Same!” con­tin­ues an­other. “Peo­ple were ask­ing me what I was us­ing on my hair, so why wouldn’t I want to get in on that? Wash my hair and talk about it? It’s so easy!”

Hmmm, they have a point. I can feel my ear­lier hes­i­ta­tion sub­side. As the en­dorse­ments ring out, one af­ter an­other, ev­ery sin­gle one tar­gets an ex­am­ple of most women’s in­se­cu­ri­ties, mine in­cluded. I can’t help but perk up at the not-so-sub­tle sub­text: Get rid of that mom bod! Heal your post­par­tum acne and hair loss. Not enough money or friends? This op­por­tu­nity’s for you! It’s noth­ing new in mar­ket­ing and not sin­gu­lar to MLM, but MLMs have found a par­tic­u­larly ef­fec­tive, ap­proach­able way to tar­get women’s in­se­cu­ri­ties—by of­fer­ing us a neat lit­tle bun­dle of life­style so­lu­tions, with a com­mu­nity of perky and pos­i­tive “friends” to boot.

I find my­self pick­ing which area of my­self I want to start im­prov­ing: my skin, my hair, my waist­line, or my lone­li­ness? Hell, why not all of it? Now I un­der­stand ex­actly why peo­ple go for the gi­ant prod­uct kit—might as well have it all!

In this mo­ment, it feels re­as­sur­ing to know I can be­come the per­fect mom, wife, woman—and it might have a hefty price tag at­tached to it, but that’s noth­ing new. Take a gan­der at the makeup or diet sec­tion of any store, which is abun­dant with ways to make you look bet­ter or feel younger—at a price. By the same to­ken, sis­ter­hood at a price has been around since time im­memo­rial. Soror­i­ties are the gold stan­dard of paid sis­ter­hood. While the stats on soror­i­ties show that women who are mem­bers of Greek or­ga­ni­za­tions are more likely to re­port feel­ing emo­tion­ally sup­ported in col­lege, that sup­port is costly. Add to that the cost of higher ed­u­ca­tion in the United States, which through a process of elim­i­na­tion ices out the ones who can’t af­ford ac­cess to this ex­clu­sive sis­ter­hood.

I re­mem­ber go­ing through soror­ity rush the first time and feel­ing so much love, and then par­tic­i­pat­ing in it the fol­low­ing year, only to re­al­ize how much judg­ment went into it. The at­trac­tive, thin, well-to-do co-eds were the bench­mark. If you were “wanted” by your fa­vorite house, it felt like an achieve­ment. Yet, when you pulled back the cur­tain, you re­al­ized you were just an­other pretty face to fill their lineup. But now, years later, stand­ing in this wine bar and ad­mir­ing the prod­ucts and the new gag­gle of girl­friends, I once again feel seen, the same way I did when I ini­tially rushed my soror­ity. And even though I know how that went down (not well), the high is enough to make me fan­ta­size about the pos­si­bil­i­ties.

Becky con­tin­ues to tout the ben­e­fits of her prod­ucts, her com­pany, and of course, the highly vaunted friend­ships that come with the ter­ri­tory.

Be­cause of this com­bi­na­tion of ag­gres­sive sales tac­tics, empty prom­ises, and sis­ter­hood at a price, MLMs have of­ten been de­scribed as cult­like.

First, I rec­og­nize cult is a strong word, gen­er­ally draw­ing al­lu­sions to the Jon­estown mas­sacre or the Chil­dren of God, but the same mind-con­trol tac­tics are used by high-pres­sure or­ga­ni­za­tions (rang­ing from ed­u­ca­tional in­sti­tu­tions to cor­po­ra­tions) in sim­i­lar ways, some­times de­struc­tively and some­times very in­no­cently. Cultism is a spec­trum. As Amanda Mon­tell de­scribes in her book Cultish, “Though the stakes and con­se­quences of re­spec­tive af­fil­i­a­tions dif­fer con­sid­er­ably, the meth­ods used to as­sert power—to cre­ate com­mu­nity and sol­i­dar­ity, to es­tab­lish an ‘us’ and a ‘them,’ to align col­lec­tive val­ues, to jus­tify ques­tion­able be­hav­ior, to in­still ide­ol­ogy and in­spire fear—are un­can­nily, cultishly sim­i­lar.”

Es­sen­tially, we are all ex­posed to and in­flu­enced by cults. For ex­am­ple, there are plenty of culty be­hav­iors in work­out pro­grams; Or­angeth­e­ory (which I per­son­ally love) and Cross­Fit talk about splat points or WODS, which is loaded in­sider lan­guage you’d only un­der­stand if you were part of the group. We are all in­volved in cultish com­mu­ni­ties, whether it’s our bunco group, our church, our soror­ity, or even our work­place. And that’s all fine and good; just be­cause some­thing is culty doesn’t mean it’s harm­ful! I’m not hurt­ing any­one by post­ing my splat points on so­cial me­dia, even if no­body knows what the hell I’m talk­ing about. Al­though com­mu­ni­ties are im­por­tant (even if they con­tain weird jar­gon and rit­u­als peo­ple out­side of them sel­dom un­der­stand), cre­at­ing fi­nan­cially ex­ploita­tive, com­pet­i­tive di­vides is harm­ful. In­stead of be­ing ob­vi­ous and sen­sa­tional, MLMs and other com­mer­cial cults are small and sin­is­ter, like death from a thou­sand pa­per­cuts. Be­cause they are read­ily dis­guised as pos­i­tive and busi­ness-build­ing, they are easy to miss.

The best way I’ve found to cal­cu­late the harm of a cultish sys­tem, as I ref­er­enced pre­vi­ously, is through the BITE Model by Steven Has­san. Has­san is a men­tal-health coun­selor and a lead­ing ex­pert on cults and mind con­trol. He has per­sonal ex­pe­ri­ence, hav­ing es­caped the Uni­fi­ca­tion Church (also known as the Moonies) in 1976; he has since ded­i­cated his time to ed­u­cat­ing peo­ple about the ways many or­ga­ni­za­tions use the same cult tac­tics we as­so­ciate with Jon­estown, the Waco com­pound, and other sto­ries of com­mu­nity gone bad.

Ac­cord­ing to Has­san, cults are or­ga­ni­za­tions that ex­er­cise un­due in­flu­ence over their mem­bers to make them de­pen­dent and obe­di­ent. They take ad­van­tage of their po­si­tion of power over an­other in ways that are con­struc­tive/healthy, de­struc­tive/un­healthy, and ev­ery­thing in be­tween. This un­due in­flu­ence is of­ten called brain­wash­ing. Brain­wash­ing is a term most peo­ple have heard, but they may not re­al­ize how easy it is to be in­flu­enced in a de­struc­tive and un­healthy way. In MLMs, this is first done by show­er­ing an in­di­vid­ual with praise and promis­ing them some­thing: money, a group of friends, a bet­ter life­style. Then, once a mem­ber is hooked, the or­ga­ni­za­tion sys­tem­at­i­cally dis­rupts that per­son’s abil­ity to think for them­selves. Sound sen­sa­tional? And are we still talk­ing about those in­no­cent jew­elry and leg­gings sales­peo­ple? Yes. Yes, we are. That process of gain­ing un­due in­flu­ence is what Has­san calls the BITE Model:


	Be­hav­ior con­trol: Cults can dic­tate what a per­son does and who they are, by re­strict­ing what they eat and wear, how much they sleep, whom they as­so­ciate with, and how they use their money. Re­wards and pun­ish­ments are used to mod­ify be­hav­ior, and in­di­vid­u­al­ism and crit­i­cal think­ing are dis­cour­aged. Per­mis­sion is re­quired for ma­jor de­ci­sions, and thoughts, feel­ings, and ac­tiv­i­ties are re­ported to su­pe­ri­ors. Be­hav­ior con­trol is used to in­still de­pen­dency and obe­di­ence.

	In­for­ma­tion con­trol: Cults may dis­tort, with­hold, or lie about in­for­ma­tion by con­trol­ling ac­cess to non-cult in­for­ma­tion, en­cour­ag­ing spy­ing, or pro­duc­ing pro­pa­ganda like YouTube videos, movies, or news­let­ters. Mem­bers are kept busy so they don’t have time to think or in­ves­ti­gate on their own, and in­for­ma­tion is com­part­men­tal­ized into in­sider/out­sider doc­trines or dif­fer­ent lev­els of lead­er­ship.

	Thought con­trol: Cults will at­tempt to con­trol thought through toxic pos­i­tiv­ity, clichés, loaded lan­guage, and buzz­words. Con­struc­tive crit­i­cism, ques­tions, and op­po­si­tion are not al­lowed. Black-and-white think­ing is in­stilled, and de­nial, ra­tio­nal­iza­tion, and wish­ful think­ing are en­cour­aged.

	Emo­tional con­trol: Cults will use love bomb­ing (ex­ces­sive praise and at­ten­tion), emo­tional highs and lows, and fear of los­ing friend­ship or com­mu­nity if you leave or ques­tion au­thor­ity. Any­thing good is the prod­uct of the cult; any­thing bad is your fault. Feel­ings of guilt or un­wor­thi­ness are pro­moted if the sys­tem is not fol­lowed, and there is a re­quired rit­u­al­is­tic and some­times pub­lic con­fes­sion of sins or vul­ner­a­bil­i­ties.



The com­par­i­son be­tween cults and MLMs is noth­ing new. Amway: The Cult of Free En­ter­prise was writ­ten in 1999 by for­mer Amway dis­trib­u­tor Stephen But­ter­field and de­scribes the cult­like tac­tics used in one of the long­est-stand­ing MLMs in the world. When it was pub­lished, it ex­posed the mys­te­ri­ous ter­mi­nol­ogy, mass meet­ings, fo­cus on re­cruit­ment, toxic pos­i­tiv­ity, and com­plete and un­ques­tion­ing ded­i­ca­tion to the com­pany—qual­i­ties that are very sim­i­lar to those as­so­ci­ated with cults. Many for­mer mem­bers have made this com­par­i­son, and vir­tu­ally ev­ery MLM func­tions this way.

I cer­tainly hadn’t driven all the way out to that wine bar to join a cult, nor did I be­lieve that was what was be­ing sold to me at the time, but hind­sight is twenty-twenty.

As I con­tinue to ad­mire the deluxe con­sul­tant pack­age on the ta­ble, a bun­dle of prod­ucts that is ex­pen­sive but dis­counted enough to make even the most unas­sum­ing bar­gain shop­per sali­vate, I re­mind my­self that I’m not in­ter­ested in bug­ging my friends. The prospect of ask­ing friends and fam­ily to buy crap makes me very un­com­fort­able. And adding up the cost of prod­ucts in my head, I de­cide to ask more ques­tions. It’s the math that makes me bite.

“If I did buy the big prod­uct kit—I mean, be­cause I’d love to use all that stuff—how much would I be ob­li­gated to sell? Can I just buy it for my­self and not sell any­thing?” This will be the deal­breaker, for cer­tain. The last thing I want is to have a garage full of skin­care I can’t un­load.

“Oh, that’s the beauty,” Becky says. “You can do as lit­tle or as much as you want! No min­i­mums.”

Huh. Re­ally? That seems too good to be true (it is, and we will get to that later). But, if I can get the prod­ucts (which I now need to have, even though I didn’t know about them un­til tonight!) at a dis­count (is it re­ally a dis­count?), maybe with an in­ter­ested friend or two, that wouldn’t be a ter­ri­ble waste of time, right? At least it will be a nice dis­trac­tion from my life right now, which I could use. If I can make some money, that’s a bonus! I raise my glass to the wait­ress to or­der an­other pros­ecco as I’m con­vinc­ing my­self by the minute. Af­ter all, go­ing back to my pre­vi­ous job (I used to be a chemist be­fore kids) would re­quire full-time child­care, which would eat up a huge chunk of my pay­check. Plus, get­ting re­cer­ti­fied and spruc­ing up my re­sume isn’t ex­actly ap­peal­ing. Isn’t buy­ing a busi­ness kit an eas­ier so­lu­tion? What op­tions do moms have once they’ve been out of the work­force for so long? This sounds like the per­fect fix.

“All right, why the heck not? I’ll use all this stuff, any­way,” I tell Becky. “Where do I sign?” Kale’s not go­ing to be thrilled with me drop­ping $500 on a bunch of serums, shakes, and sup­ple­ments, but what he doesn’t know is that I can earn the money back! Oh yes, I will!

The other women squeal with ex­cite­ment, “If you need any­thing, you just let me know.”

An­other woman adds, “Same—I’m in the area. Happy to help in any way.”

Wow, I’m ac­tu­ally blown away by the im­me­di­ate sup­port! Here it is—my vil­lage! An in­stant sis­ter­hood! I’m feel­ing the love al­ready. The other women start shar­ing sto­ries about how the com­mu­nity has saved them, and I’m all ears.

“When my hus­band and I got di­vorced, most of my friends chose him. This com­pany gave me an in­stant tribe,” one woman says, start­ing to tear up. “I know,” an­other goes on. “I don’t know what I’d do with­out my Re­juvinat fam­ily!” A woman named Lilly adds, “When I joined this com­pany, my friends thought I was crazy. They all un­friended me on Face­book and stopped talk­ing to me. But what­ever—I had a whole slew of new friends.”

So, how did I go from ready and will­ing to de­flect Becky’s boss­babe ad­vances to se­ri­ously con­sid­er­ing sign­ing on the dot­ted line within an hour? Be­cause I was the per­fect tar­get for an MLM, which preys on the cul­tural epi­demic of iso­la­tion. They don’t ex­ist be­cause mil­lions of SAHMs are just dy­ing to sell beauty prod­ucts. They ex­ist be­cause those women feel lonely, trapped, and bereft of other so­lu­tions. Con­sul­tants in the or­ga­ni­za­tion share their vul­ner­a­bil­ity, which makes you feel drawn to their open­ness and kind­ness; you find com­mon­al­ity and con­nec­tion, and as­sume the com­pany and prod­ucts are the so­lu­tion to your mu­tual pain. Any per­son who is vul­ner­a­ble, or strug­gling to have a mean­ing­ful friend­ship or con­nec­tion, is go­ing to be drawn to that ex­pe­ri­ence, just as I was drawn to this meet­ing of “friends” over wine to get away from my fam­ily for the evening.

This was the B in the BITE Model: be­hav­ioral con­trol. Ig­nor­ing my in­tu­ition and buy­ing some prod­ucts doesn’t sound like that big of a deal, but it is. Be­cause when you join for a com­mu­nity and stay for a com­mu­nity, you will ig­nore red flags. Even­tu­ally, even if the re­sults don’t match up, if the MLM ru­ins your fi­nances, dam­ages other re­la­tion­ships, or preys upon your in­se­cu­ri­ties, you are still drawn to it be­cause you want this seem­ingly safe, wel­com­ing en­vi­ron­ment. Feel­ing fi­nan­cial pres­sure? Lone­li­ness? Shame in be­ing a work­ing par­ent? The need to lose some baby weight? All of a sud­den, the MLM is the way to erad­i­cate those pain points. And even if you do push friends away (like Lilly, who was black­listed from her friend group and picked up by her MLM friends), you are sucked into the MLM even fur­ther, since it seem­ingly pro­vides sup­port. Rem­e­dy­ing lone­li­ness is the real draw. It is con­di­tional friend­ship, at a price. So­ci­ol­ogy gen­er­ally de­fines com­mu­nity as a so­cial unit that shares some­thing in com­mon, such as cus­toms, char­ac­ter­is­tics, val­ues, be­liefs, or norms; no fi­nan­cial strings are at­tached. Be­cause there is a fi­nan­cial hi­er­ar­chy in an MLM, with women mak­ing money off one an­other’s sales, this re­cruit­ing tool can never cre­ate true com­mu­nity. Still, I joy­fully skipped right into it with a glass of bub­bly in my hand.

As I sit across from a glow­ing Becky and reach that glass back out for the wait­ress to fill, I am thrilled with my de­ci­sion.

Becky squeezes my hand and says, “You’re go­ing to love this. You have such a huge net­work—you will be amazed at how far you can take this.”

Huh. Okay. Shit. She re­minds me that I need to ac­tu­ally do some­thing. Hmm. I don’t know, I guess I know a lot of peo­ple. But, like I told her be­fore, I’m not in­ter­ested in hav­ing par­ties and shilling prod­ucts. The power struc­ture that seems to be in­her­ent in fe­male re­la­tion­ships is al­ready at play.

“So, what would I start with? Say, if I do want to rec­om­mend this stuff to friends,” I in­quire timidly. “What do I say? What do I show them?” I wave my hands around the ta­ble of prod­ucts. So far, all I’ve done is share my So­cial Se­cu­rity num­ber and credit card info, but I’ve had no for­mal train­ing of any kind and have never re­ally been in sales. But I do like to buy stuff!

“Oh, it’s no prob­lem,” Becky as­sures me. “The best thing to do first is to make lists. Make one dirt list—that’s the peo­ple who would buy dirt from you, peo­ple who would sup­port you no mat­ter what. Then, make a dream-team list of peo­ple you’d want on your team.”

“Hold up. What if I don’t want to have a ‘team’?” I say with ac­tual air quotes. “What if I just want to sell prod­ucts?” Frankly, I’m not even sure I want to do that; I just want the huge kit filled with ev­ery­thing, and the dis­count, but I’m throw­ing her a bone here.

Becky looks de­flated. “Yeah, I mean… to­tally, you can do that. Let’s just start with who would like these prod­ucts. Let’s start there!”

She hands me a pen and a note­book em­bla­zoned with #goaldig­ger right across the ta­ble. Oh, hey, we’re do­ing this now, right here? Got it. I tap the pen on the pa­per and stare blankly at her.

“When you rec­om­mend your fa­vorite mas­cara or jeans to friends, who do you rec­om­mend them to? Write those peo­ple down. That’s your dirt list! Peo­ple who would buy dirt from you be­cause they re­spect your opin­ion so much. I mean, they’re al­ready buy­ing this stuff some­where—why wouldn’t they buy it from you?”

The lan­guage, as well as her in­sis­tence on me do­ing this right now, is cringey. I mean, dirt list? But she has a good point. I rec­om­mend my fa­vorite stuff all the time. The other day, I shared on Face­book about a vac­uum that didn’t suck (I mean, it did suck—it’s a vac­uum) and no joke: four peo­ple bought it! Same with a printer I pur­chased, and a pair of boots. Peo­ple ask what I use on my skin all the time, too. This is start­ing to make more sense to me. Sure. I nod and agree. “Okay, I can work on a dirt list.”

She smiles back, sat­is­fied with my com­pli­ance. The in­doc­tri­na­tion is work­ing, even if I can’t see it yet. I don’t re­al­ize that I will be re­peat­ing this re­cruit­ment script with my friends only hours later. It’s so ef­fec­tive, be­cause for that evening, I have hope. Hope that I can make money, hope that some­how my life will be bet­ter, and I’ll be hap­pier, more ful­filled, less alone. And now, I have all these new friends here to cheer me on! I just have to con­vince other peo­ple they can have this, too. Even though I have no proof that this will work for me yet, the power of pos­i­tive think­ing is beat­ing out logic.

Now I’m think­ing about how I’m go­ing to get all this shit in my house. Hope­fully, it gets de­liv­ered dur­ing the week when Kale’s at work. It’s nice that they come right to my door! I try not to worry about it. When the goods ar­rive, I’ll dig in and fig­ure out how I’m go­ing to get rid of it all.

“So, I get my prod­ucts in a week or so, and then how long do I need to use the prod­ucts first be­fore I can en­dorse them?” I ask Becky. She quickly fires back, “Oh, why wait? Talk now! That’s the beauty of so­cial me­dia. Fake it till you make it! You can post, you can mes­sage peo­ple, you can see peo­ple in per­son, you can call them, you can reach peo­ple so many dif­fer­ent ways! And I have lan­guage for you I can share!” She pushes a stack of pa­per with train­ing doc­u­ments across the ta­ble. I flip through and see mem­ory jog­gers to think of friends, scripts to cut and paste when I mes­sage peo­ple, ideas for Face­book pho­tos and posts. Well, they cer­tainly do make it easy!

“Se­ri­ously, peo­ple eat this shit up!” She smiles. “The more peo­ple you share this with, the more peo­ple who can pur­chase from you or join you! It’s re­ally just a num­bers game!” I nod and try to soak it all in.

“A num­bers game,” I re­peat back. Becky is right. Who needs the prod­ucts when all I’m re­ally sell­ing is the im­age of the life­style this “op­por­tu­nity” af­fords? The in­stant grat­i­fi­ca­tion of think­ing that you can click a “buy now” but­ton and ac­tu­ally solve some­thing about your life, your ap­pear­ance, your pock­et­book, your so­cial life. We do it all the time.

And be­cause peo­ple al­ready know, like, and trust you, they are go­ing to al­ready be vul­ner­a­ble to what­ever you are sell­ing. Or bet­ter yet, just like you, they can also “Be your own ‘She-EO’! Build your own busi­ness! Get your leg­gings and change your life!”

Back in our moms’ gen­er­a­tion, the plas­ticware and makeup par­ties were trans­par­ent, and you knew what you were get­ting into. But when I met up with Becky, MLMs were just start­ing to in­fil­trate so­cial me­dia. That Face­book mes­sage: Sur­prise, it’s a friend from high school you hated but who just so hap­pens to be sell­ing nail wraps! That cof­fee with a friend: Ta-da, a chick from church who usu­ally gives you death stares but now wants you to sign up for her train­ing pro­gram and col­la­gen pud­ding! The bait and switch was ev­ery­where in the 2010s. That’s how I was roped in, through a Face­book mes­sage!

Even as I sit across Becky star­ing down at the sales ma­te­rial she has just slid across the ta­ble, my in­tu­ition is telling me it’s icky. But I don’t lis­ten to that nag­ging voice that seems to know it’s all too good to be true. Af­ter all, the women sit­ting be­fore me ap­pear to be smart, rea­son­able peo­ple, and they all seem so happy… and suc­cess­ful!

I shake off my buyer’s re­morse, say good­bye, and hop back in the car for the long drive home. It’s still kind of early. Kale will be up, and I re­ally don’t want to ex­plain this to him tonight. He’s al­ways sup­port­ive of projects I get in­volved in, but we are try­ing to com­mu­ni­cate bet­ter these days and I should not be spend­ing this kind of money right now with­out talk­ing to him. I ring up my friend Vanessa and ask her to meet up with me for a drink on the way home.

“V! Wine! Mis­sion Cantina, ten min­utes?”

“You got it. See you there. You’d bet­ter not look cute,” Vanessa warns me. “I’m com­ing from the gym.”

I ac­tu­ally am cute for the first time in a long time. I fig­ure I’ll use it to my ben­e­fit. She can be my first tester client.

“Two Grey Goose so­das!” I yell to the bar­tender as Vanessa looks through the pam­phlets I’ve brought.

“So, what is this? Like a home party makeup thing?” she gig­gles.

“I don’t even know. God, what have I done?” We laugh as I ad­mit, “I se­ri­ously got sucked in.” I pull out an­other pam­phlet. “But you know I’ve been want­ing to try dif­fer­ent vi­ta­mins, and I’ve been all over the place with my skin­care lately. I fig­ure this checks all the boxes. I mean, look at this!” I show her the im­pres­sive be­fore-and-af­ter pic­tures.

“Dang!” Her eyes get big. “Will it make me skinny?”

“I don’t know—worth a shot!” I say, shrug­ging. My per­sua­sion skills need im­prove­ment.

“So, you can make money with this, yeah?” she asks, more in­ter­ested as we talk. “I need to fig­ure out a way to make some cash soon or I’m never go­ing to be able to live on my own.”

She shakes her head and digs into the chips and salsa. Ahh. Her crappy mar­riage is near its end. I perk up. She’s right—this could re­ally help her! The ladies at the wine bar all sang the praises of this busi­ness, which they as­serted had helped them get their groove back. Becky had said some­thing about of­fer­ing this “gift” to other peo­ple. She told me about a woman in the MLM who only had $40 in her bank ac­count and used it to buy prod­uct, and now she’s one of the top earn­ers in the com­pany. She said that peo­ple who were “hun­gry” to change their cir­cum­stances could do re­ally well. What if that could hap­pen for Vanessa, and I could be the cat­a­lyst? How awe­some would that be?

In many ways, the eco­nom­ics of iso­la­tion are most pro­nounced in women like Vanessa and me. Ac­cord­ing to a study from Yale Uni­ver­sity, women like us (tra­di­tional mar­riage roles, up­per mid­dle class, priv­i­leged) ex­pe­ri­ence a higher de­gree of iso­la­tion, as we have smaller mean­ing­ful so­cial groups than women in lower so­cioe­co­nomic lev­els. This has to do with the fact that more-ad­van­taged women are less likely to know other women from their same so­cioe­co­nomic group than less-ad­van­taged women are. And as I had ex­pe­ri­enced, though I had a large net­work, a lot of it was su­per­fi­cial. I only had a hand­ful of friends I’d con­sider close. Since so­cial con­nec­tions are fun­da­men­tal to well-be­ing, if you’re a per­son-of-priv­i­lege who doesn’t have a com­mu­nity but needs one be­cause you’re also still a liv­ing, breath­ing hu­man be­ing with feel­ings, why not just buy your com­mu­nity?

With stars in her eyes, Vanessa asks, “Is this what you bought?” as she points to a prod­uct lineup. I nod.

She be­gins to beam as she drinks her sec­ond Grey Goose. “Okay, I’m in! How fun would it be to work to­gether?”

It would be fun! Wow, this is eas­ier than I thought it would be, I think to my­self. I al­ready have my first busi­ness part­ner and I haven’t even re­ceived my prod­ucts yet! Now I’m rack­ing my brain for more peo­ple who’ll be per­fect for this op­por­tu­nity. Wait… is this the dream team Becky was talk­ing about?

“All right, you want to start work­ing on your dirt list?” I ask her.

“What the fuck is a dirt list?”

It cer­tainly would be awe­some if Vanessa made it to the top, but sadly, what I don’t know at this point is that it’s un­likely. Highly un­likely. Yet sto­ries like these, of peo­ple who are “hun­gry” enough to ful­fill their wildest dreams, lead the most un­sus­pect­ing and des­per­ate peo­ple to be­lieve that just maybe they could be at the top, too. The ar­che­typal rags-to-riches sto­ries of be­ing poor and now be­ing adorned head-to-toe in Chanel lift their hopes and open their wal­lets. They ma­nip­u­late emo­tions to drown out both our deeper in­tu­ition and our logic—and if some­one preys on emo­tion (look how strong you are! I want to be a strong, in­de­pen­dent woman, too!), both in­tu­ition and logic lose.

This myth of mer­i­toc­racy de­nies the many other fac­tors that go into “suc­cess” as we tend to frame it. The ide­al­iza­tion of hard work and the “any­one can do this” men­tal­ity don’t trans­late when the play­ing field isn’t level. Vanessa and I have money, and our friends are sim­i­larly well-heeled. We have plenty of ac­quain­tances with enough dis­pos­able in­come to buy their friends’ prod­ucts. De­spite Vanessa’s rocky mar­riage and my stretched bank ac­count, we will al­ways have sta­bil­ity—and an ex­ten­sive net­work, no mat­ter how su­per­fi­cial. A prod­uct pur­chase didn’t break the bank for me, and it won’t for Vanessa, ei­ther. Not ev­ery­one is primed with such priv­i­leges. MLMs are de­signed so peo­ple with­out long dirt lists will fail. You can­not sell prod­ucts to peo­ple who can’t af­ford prod­ucts, of­fer­ing less re­turn for those with fewer re­sources while ex­pect­ing the same in­vest­ment.



I WAKE UP the next morn­ing with a hang­over—and that buyer’s re­morse I vaguely felt when I left the wine bar af­ter re­con­nect­ing with Becky is back. Yikes. I need to think of a se­ries of ex­cuses be­fore I talk to Kale. Usu­ally, we “ask” each other be­fore we spend more than $200 on some­thing out­side of our nor­mal ex­penses. Rather than ask for per­mis­sion, I’ll be ask­ing for for­give­ness, but he’s al­ready off to work. I get break­fast started, open my phone, and check Face­book. I see that “my busi­ness” has been an­nounced (yikes), and I’ve been added to about ten “team pages.” Holy shit. Didn’t know that was go­ing to hap­pen. You see, I’m in the down­line of the per­son I pur­chased from, Becky, but also in the down­line of any­one else who makes money off me. It’s a re­verse fam­ily tree of sorts, I guess. Or a pyra­mid. I’ve also been added to other huge team pages of peo­ple who ap­par­ently don’t make money off me, but I’m part of their “fam­ily,” too—or some­thing. It’s a lit­tle con­fus­ing at this point, and I’m slightly weirded out. I didn’t know I was go­ing to be “outed” on so­cial me­dia, es­pe­cially since I haven’t even talked to my hus­band yet! My mom even sends me a text: “Did you re­ally sign up for one of those Mary Kay thin­gies?” I didn’t ex­actly give my con­sent to be an­nounced, but I guess I didn’t know I needed to. At the same time, look at all these peo­ple!

I’m al­ready be­ing be­sieged by tons of friend re­quests: peo­ple who also prob­a­bly feel awk­ward AF about this! They of­fer wel­come mes­sages and kind com­ments; it’s a bit over­whelm­ing but in a good way. Be­ing ac­cepted into a new com­mu­nity is so much more than just friend­ship and ac­cep­tance. Even if it’s just prox­im­ity and not ac­tual friend­ship, it’s a life­line to hu­man­ity. What’s be­ing of­fered by Re­juvinat is nec­es­sary; we can­not sur­vive with­out con­nec­tion, and it feels so real. What I don’t con­sider is that maybe it shouldn’t cost any­thing or re­quire be­ing ex­ploited to make some la­dy­bosses (or white dude CEOs) rich. I ig­nore it at the time, but I should have no­ticed that there were only a few peo­ple at the top; that the suc­cess sto­ries shared by many were only the suc­cess sto­ries of the peo­ple look­ing down at us from the apex of the pyra­mid. My in­volve­ment only le­git­imized the MLM for them, to their own net­works; their ju­bi­lant dec­la­ra­tions of ac­cep­tance were for them, not me.

I dig a lit­tle deeper on the team pages to see other women be­ing “shouted out” on leader lists, top tens, in­cen­tives, etc. It’s a lit­tle dizzy­ing go­ing down the rab­bit hole of all this stuff, and there’s so much vo­cab­u­lary I don’t un­der­stand (why so many acronyms and what the hell are PV and QV and SED and MP?), but I get the gist. It seems like ev­ery­one here is happy, ful­filled, and mak­ing money. They all have beau­ti­ful pho­tos of their per­fect fam­i­lies, with blown-out hair and fun man­i­cures. They seem to go on lav­ish trips and shop­ping sprees and have beau­ti­ful homes. Who wouldn’t want to look like this? I need to sit down and fig­ure all this stuff out, fin­ish my lists, and ap­par­ently also plan a busi­ness launch party. Tonight! Wait, no, I have mar­riage coun­sel­ing tonight. I check the cal­en­dar. Yeah, I may have to stay up af­ter the babysit­ter leaves. Well, I guess that’ll be a good time to drop the bomb that I spent $500 on this shit! Un­less Kale sees it on Face­book first.

For now, I’ll fo­cus on break­fast and chil­dren and all the things that feel like the big­gest gifts I could ever re­ceive… yet some­how, leave me feel­ing like I need more.

“Pan­cake!” my four-year-old yells as she throws said pan­cake in the air and it drops onto the floor. We both gig­gle as the tod­dler runs af­ter it. “No no no! Dirty!” I warn him.

“Five-sec­ond rule, Mama?” she asks.

I shrug and check my phone again for more no­ti­fi­ca­tions. I could get used to these ac­co­lades and at­ten­tion. I don’t even no­tice as the tod­dler eats the pan­cake off the floor.

I have a real job now.
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I’m Pos­i­tive That You Suck [image: ]


Over the years of be­ing in my MLM, I was taught to stop ques­tion­ing the sys­tem and to get my mind­set right. I was mak­ing money, so I fell into the trap pretty eas­ily. What changed things for me was watch­ing my down­line work harder than me and still lose money. My up­line as­sured me that they must not be do­ing the work, but I saw with my own eyes that they were. I re­al­ized that I looked suc­cess­ful be­cause so many peo­ple were buy­ing kits and fail­ing. I couldn’t un­see how ugly it was. No amount of money was worth mak­ing peo­ple feel that ev­ery­thing was their fault.

—MELISSA, for­mer MLM rep



Mama! The dewivery man is here!” my four-year-old yells from the liv­ing room as UPS brings a pack­age to the door. My tod­dler is on my hip as I peer around the cor­ner. Wow! It’s big, it’s pink, and it’s adorned with the Re­juvinat logo! It’s not the first one I’ve re­ceived of late. Or sec­ond. Or twen­ti­eth. Be­tween Re­juvinat and my Ama­zon habit, I’ve had to in­crease the ca­pac­ity of our re­cy­cling ser­vice. But it’s a small price to pay for the joy of boxes on my porch—like ev­ery day is Christ­mas!

My hus­band wasn’t ini­tially thrilled that I signed up to do some­thing “like this,” and sadly, he did find out via Face­book, but as I started bring­ing home a lit­tle bit of money, he was happy to see me find­ing some joy in my con­tri­bu­tion to the fam­ily. I’m not go­ing to be the one to burst his bub­ble and let him know I tech­ni­cally haven’t made any money yet be­cause I’ve been buy­ing more prod­ucts and pro­mo­tional items, pay­ing a babysit­ter for nights out with “clients,” and in­dulging that darn Ama­zon habit—but he’s gen­er­ally fine with my new side hobby.

It’s just a few months into my #boss­babe jour­ney, and I’ve al­ready amassed quite a large dream team, which is com­i­cal con­sid­er­ing I had no de­sire to build a team. Ap­par­ently, re­cruit­ing is the name of the game, and I keep get­ting more bonuses and gifts as I sign up new re­cruits. Vanessa was just the start! Sev­eral other friends de­cide to jump on board with me, too, trust­ing my en­dorse­ment of this gig, and with each signup, I re­ceive an ad­di­tional bonus. So much bet­ter than try­ing to sell a $20 col­la­gen pow­der! The lingo is dif­fer­ent de­pend­ing on the per­son you ask, but invit­ing, sign­ing up, build­ing a team, net­work­ing, link­ing arms, and part­ner­ing mean the same thing: re­cruit hu­mans. As my re­cruit­ments in­crease, not only is the com­pany show­er­ing me with praise, gifts, and bonuses—my up­lines are spoil­ing me, too! In fact, one of the gifts ar­riv­ing to­day—in a big pink box, of course—is from one of my up­lines, some­one I haven’t even met yet.

“More cream?” my daugh­ter asks as she points to the pack­age, since the last box in­cluded mul­ti­ple hand creams that you can now find in ev­ery god­damn bath­room of our house. Isn’t it funny how even though I’m not ex­pected to carry in­ven­tory, I some­how have this shit ev­ery­where?

“Not sure, let’s see—want to help?” I open the top of the box, read the card, and re­al­ize who it’s from. Gasp, it’s Kim­berly! Kim­berly is the big­gest con­sul­tant in the com­pany. I think she may have been one of the very first reps! Al­most ev­ery­one in the en­tire com­pany falls some­where un­der her. I’m def­i­nitely on one of her many Face­book teams, and (lucky her) I hap­pen to be on the same pay level as her. Let me ex­plain: The com­mis­sion struc­ture of ev­ery MLM is a lit­tle dif­fer­ent, but the “mul­ti­level” is what’s im­por­tant here. I make money on prod­ucts I sell to cus­tomers. Becky (my up­line, who re­cruited me) also makes money on those sales. So does Al­li­son (her up­line who re­cruited her), and her up­line, and her up­line, and so on. De­pend­ing on the com­pany, the num­ber of lev­els you get paid on dif­fers, but the struc­ture is ba­si­cally the same.
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The web­site Rel­a­tively In­ter­est­ing, which pro­motes sci­ence, rea­son, and crit­i­cal think­ing, gives a great sim­ple ex­am­ple of a “prod­uct-based pyra­mid scheme” math­e­mat­i­cal proof us­ing data from the US Se­cu­ri­ties and Ex­change Com­mis­sion.


	Cas­sidy re­cruits 6 reps who each pay $100 for a starter kit.

	Cas­sidy gets 10 per­cent of each starter kit that’s sold.

	Cas­sidy also gets 10 per­cent of each prod­uct that any of her reps sold, in­clud­ing ad­di­tional starter kits.

	Cas­sidy tells her reps that the fastest way to make money isn’t by sell­ing prod­uct, but by re­cruit­ing more peo­ple.

	The peo­ple at the top of the pyra­mid get com­mis­sions from ev­ery­one in the down­line (the peo­ple be­low them in the pyra­mid).



Us­ing sim­ple math and these fig­ures, by the time you’re at the twelfth level of the pyra­mid, you’d need to re­cruit two bil­lion peo­ple so that ev­ery­one could make back their money. At the ninth level, you’d need thir­teen bil­lion peo­ple—you know, twice the pop­u­la­tion of the planet. Most MLMs stop pay­ment at a cer­tain level; for ex­am­ple, in Re­juvinat, we can only earn com­mis­sions six lev­els down, but as you can see, 46,000 reps would still be needed for ev­ery­one to earn back their money. Can’t ex­actly get those num­bers from your book club or your bunco group, Jan.

Also, those al­leged 46,000 reps are not go­ing to be on the same level play­ing field.

This is why the prod­uct cost is so in­flated—be­cause so many lev­els of pay are built in. Kim­berly is far enough up­line that I haven’t met her, but she still gets paid for ev­ery­thing I sell. Hence, this gra­cious thank-you gift.

I grab the scis­sors as my daugh­ter tugs on my leg and digs through the Sty­ro­foam peanuts. “What is it, Mama?”

I shrug. “Let’s see.” I open the plas­tic pack­ag­ing, and it’s a black leather, struc­tured Kate Spade bag, with that new purse smell and all. Ahh. What on earth did I do to de­serve this? Best gig ever! My tod­dler re­marks, “Pretty purse, Mama!”

“It is, isn’t it? Oh, I have to thank her! Let’s send a thank-you note, okay?” I put my tod­dler in the high­chair with a hand­ful of Chee­rios and open up Face­book. There is no re­turn ad­dress on the box (this came from her, not the com­pany, so it’s a true honor); I’ll have to send a Face­book mes­sage to thank her. I log in, and be­fore I can even type her name, I see a few posts on my wall from other peo­ple in my up­line:


“You’re killing it! Con­grats on two new busi­ness part­ners!”

“It’s a plea­sure work­ing with you, keep up the great work!”

“You’re on FIRE hot­shot!”



Along with that, so many new fol­low­ers, mostly women from the com­pany. Look how my com­mu­nity is grow­ing! I sit back and try to think of the last time I was com­pli­mented for some­thing other than my cook­ing, which isn’t of­ten, by the way. This busi­ness is mak­ing me feel the love.

But the love I’m feel­ing is ac­tu­ally thanks to a very ef­fec­tive ma­nip­u­la­tion tech­nique called love bomb­ing. It’s used by many cult­like groups to push the idea of a sense of friend­ship and com­mu­nity. It’s the E in the BITE Model: emo­tional con­trol. I was al­ready a vul­ner­a­ble tar­get as an iso­lated SAHM, so the idea of hav­ing a com­mu­nity of close friends was ap­peal­ing, but be­ing spoiled and shouted out by them was next level. It’s why you hear so much about MLM reps’ ex­cite­ment when they join, and why they post ev­ery gift, ev­ery so­cial me­dia shoutout, and ev­ery leader­board (a so­cial me­dia tier list rank­ing you against your other MLM co­horts). It’s the dopamine hit that keeps on giv­ing. And it makes it easy to ig­nore the warn­ing signs and that gut feel­ing that ev­ery­thing about this is prob­lem­atic. Even­tu­ally, this turns into other things—shop­ping at the same stores and buy­ing the same stud­ded heels and the same fe­dora hats be­cause you need to match the other boss­babes—and be­fore you know it, your en­tire so­cial me­dia feed turns into cu­rated pho­tos of sis­ter­hood and to­geth­er­ness at the ex­pense of all oth­ers.

But lest I get ahead of my­self.

I grab my cam­era and take a photo with my new purse. I take a few… hmm, that one is no good… crap, let me grab some lip­stick… ahh, the light­ing… okay, that one will do. I post on my wall, “I love this gig! I love get­ting spoiled for do­ing what I love do­ing any­way!” What­ever the hell that means. It’s a script I found on the print­out Becky gave me the day she re­cruited me at the wine bar. I post and tag Kim­berly as a pub­lic “thank you” for the kind gift. Per­fect! I go to her Face­book wall and no­tice that she’s been tagged about twenty-five times by other reps in her down­line—they all got the same purse, and they’ve all posted the same cu­rated photo. I can’t help but no­tice the rest of them are fil­tered much bet­ter than mine. I feel a tem­po­rary sting, then re­mem­ber I’ll be that big one day. Some­day I’ll be buy­ing Kate Spade bags for all the kick­ass chicks in my down­line!

My daugh­ter tugs on me again. “Mama, come on!”

Ugh, crap, look at the time. I have to fin­ish the laun­dry, get on a call with Vanessa and her new po­ten­tial re­cruit, and pick up the other kids from school. Shit. As great as I feel, time is still a lim­ited re­source, eaten up by all the min­utes and hours I find my­self on the phone, glued to my Face­book feed.

As I’m pack­ing up to leave, a no­ti­fi­ca­tion pops up from a com­ment on the photo I just posted: “For fuck’s sake, enough with the MLM bull­shit!” The mes­sage is from a pretty close friend of mine from col­lege. Ouch. What’s up her ass? But I re­mem­ber what I’ve been taught, and I quickly block her. She wouldn’t say that if she were a real friend! No time for haters, or so I’ve been told. I don’t re­al­ize at the time that I am iso­lat­ing my­self fur­ther from peo­ple in real life to dive deeper into the in­su­lar fan­tasy world of this com­mer­cial cult. I just feel like I’m sid­ing with the peo­ple who “love and sup­port me,” but as I’ll fig­ure out much later, my al­le­giance to the MLM and the prod­ucts at the cost of real friend­ships is ac­tu­ally a bonus for the com­pany. By block­ing the haters, the MLM is only gain­ing more con­trol of me.

MLMs en­cour­age reps to see any con­cerned fam­ily mem­ber or friend as a neg­a­tive per­son. You are told that they are sim­ply “jeal­ous,” but the truth is, in their dis­sua­sion, they are shin­ing light on the truth of what is re­ally go­ing on, and that truth is a threat to your up­lines and the com­pany.

Thus, any critic (even if they are a close friend or fam­ily mem­ber) must be dis­cred­ited and ig­nored. This is the T in the BITE Model: thought con­trol. And thought con­trol for­bids crit­i­cal ques­tions about the leader, doc­trine, or pol­icy. This is com­mon prac­tice in cults. Sci­en­tol­ogy, for ex­am­ple, says that any­one who ques­tions the re­li­gion is a “sup­pres­sive” per­son. Ouch. In MLM, we use our own par­lance: “Think my face cream sucks? You’re dead to me!”

Even if the so-called “hater” hap­pens to be a mem­ber of your fam­ily (your sis­ter, or mother, or even your spouse) who gen­uinely ex­presses con­cern, you are sup­posed to at­tempt to dis­pel their wor­ries, and if you can’t, you need to dis­tance your­self from them, block them on so­cial me­dia, and toe the com­pany line. While the MLM will tell ev­ery­one that true friends and fam­ily “sup­port” you, buy­ing crap from you isn’t au­then­tic sup­port. And those who don’t want to buy your crap can be made to feel pres­sured and un­com­fort­able, which can ul­ti­mately cause gen­uine friends who would le­git­i­mately sup­port you with love and kind­ness to turn away and dis­tance them­selves.

A com­mon post float­ing around so­cial me­dia from MLM reps is: “Sup­port your friends and fam­i­lies just the way you sup­port the big-box stores and celebri­ties you don’t know.” It’s a guilt trip. The MLM in­doc­tri­nates you to ex­pect your friends to sup­port you in­stead of al­low­ing them to spend their money, time, and life the way they see fit. Your friends’ fi­nan­cial and leisure ac­tiv­i­ties be­come a tar­get for re­cruit­ing: “Hey, Michelle, you could spend that $5.95 a day on skin­care, not a latte! Karen, you could spend an hour work­ing a side gig in­stead of sit­ting on Net­flix!” It’s so­cial ha­rass­ment. So, you gain a com­mu­nity of boss­babes, but you risk push­ing away those who love you, no mat­ter how many peo­ple you re­cruit. You also risk shut­ting off the voice of rea­son­able skep­ti­cism and emo­tional hon­esty in the back of your head.

Gate­keep­ing doesn’t just limit who you are al­lowed to call “friends,” but also what you can say and where you can say it. On the team pages, I see such warn­ings as:


Your so­cial me­dia is NOT the ap­pro­pri­ate place for you to vent, share opin­ions, bash, etc. Any­thing you post now af­fects whether or not you get busi­ness! If you post about how much you hate your job, peo­ple will as­sume it’s the busi­ness. If you are sick all the time, peo­ple will as­sume our prod­ucts suck. If you post hot top­ics that have strong opin­ions, you’re go­ing to of­fend half of your au­di­ence. If you post about how you’re broke or about your hus­band’s job, peo­ple will as­sume this busi­ness doesn’t work. EV­ERY­THING you post will now be in as­so­ci­a­tion with your busi­ness. No neg­a­tiv­ity!



This comes not just from the field of con­sul­tants and up­lines, but also those at the cor­po­rate level. If there were any neg­a­tive ar­ti­cles, blogs, law­suits, YouTube videos, or other crit­i­cal me­dia or press, we were sent strict in­struc­tions from the com­pany not to talk about it, and not to click on the link be­cause it would in­crease the site’s Search En­gine Op­ti­miza­tion (SEO). In­stead, we were given a Cliff­s­Notes ver­sion of what the ar­ti­cle or video (al­legedly) stated, in ad­di­tion to a cu­rated script of what to say if any­one asked about it. The com­pany would tell us not to read any­thing neg­a­tive, not to form our own opin­ion and come up with our own re­but­tals. We were to par­rot the com­pany state­ment and not our for­mu­lated view, in or­der to “get back to in­come-pro­duc­ing ac­tiv­ity.” This is the I in the BITE Model: in­for­ma­tion con­trol. Min­i­mize ac­cess to non-cult sources, crit­i­cal in­for­ma­tion, and for­mer mem­bers. Don’t click; here’s what you say, in­stead. Then, get back to work. What­ever you do, don’t look be­hind the cur­tain.

Af­ter post­ing my thank-you to Kim­berly, I hang up my fancy new purse, re­cy­cle the boxes, and throw the laun­dry in the dryer. It’s cool that I can fit this busi­ness into my life, but un­for­tu­nately, I still find my­self scram­bling to keep up with all my other re­spon­si­bil­i­ties. I’m cash-rich (or at least, get­ting there) and time-poor. I put the lit­tles in the car and hop in to pick up the oth­ers. I’m leav­ing a lit­tle early be­cause I need to call Vanessa on the way. We have a con­fer­ence call sched­uled with an­other po­ten­tial new re­cruit. It’s been fun grow­ing my team and also help­ing my down­line grow theirs, though the big­ger it gets, the more of these car calls I’m do­ing, which is be­com­ing trick­ier to fit be­tween jug­gling five kids. Becky as­sures me that if I put in the time now, it will pay off later. I am be­ing as coach­able as pos­si­ble and do­ing what­ever she tells me.

“Hey, you, sorry I’m a lit­tle late. You have Bri­anna on?” I fum­ble with the Blue­tooth but­ton on my phone and pull out of the drive­way.

“Hey, Em. Yes, one sec!” Vanessa adds Bri­anna to the call.

On my drives to and from school pickup, I’m mul­ti­task­ing three-way calls. Oh, the three-way—yes that’s re­ally what it’s called, and no, the in­nu­endo never gets old. Here’s the way it works: A con­sul­tant brings a prospec­tive re­cruit to a phone call with their up­line—in this case, Vanessa (my re­cruit) is call­ing me with Bri­anna (her po­ten­tial re­cruit), so I can an­swer Bri­anna’s ques­tions. This is meant to ac­com­plish a few things:


	Emo­tional con­trol: makes the new re­cruit feel like they are spe­cial by talk­ing to the “guru/ex­pert” (me).

	Be­hav­ior con­trol: trains the con­sul­tant on what to say about the com­pany.

	Thought con­trol: dis­pels any valid ques­tions/con­cerns that the new po­ten­tial re­cruit may have.

	In­for­ma­tion con­trol: in­doc­tri­nates them into the sys­tem of do­ing this all over again with new peo­ple them­selves.



Yes, it’s as gross as it sounds. And it feels very sim­i­lar to rush­ing a soror­ity; the planned con­ver­sa­tion with the more im­por­tant soror­ity sis­ters, al­ways pretty, usu­ally white, who’ve al­ready gone through a list of pho­tos and have their fa­vorites pegged and the an­swers to their ques­tions pre­loaded. “Oh, no way! You were a cheer­leader, too?! So was I! You’ll fit in so well in our house!” Mean­while, we, of course, knew she was a cheer­leader be­cause we spent days study­ing the rushee’s pho­tos and ap­pli­ca­tions, and we al­ready knew which ones we’d be at­tack­ing. And here I am, in my mid-thir­ties, re-cre­at­ing the same be­hav­ior to sell a sim­i­lar prom­ise of a dif­fer­ent sis­ter­hood. I al­ready know ev­ery­thing about this chick be­cause Vanessa has filled me in on all of Bri­anna’s pain points: She wants more money for ac­tiv­i­ties with her kids but doesn’t want to go back to full-time work af­ter ma­ter­nity leave.

“Hi, Bri­anna, I’m Emily, Vanessa’s friend and busi­ness part­ner. I’m here to help an­swer any ques­tions you may have about this busi­ness op­por­tu­nity!”

This script never feels good, be­cause ul­ti­mately, you aren’t lis­ten­ing to peo­ple’s con­cerns—you’re just squash­ing them. But I’m get­ting so used to not feel­ing good, I can al­ready prac­ti­cally ig­nore it… al­most.

“Yeah,” Bri­anna stam­mers. “I just re­ally don’t want to sell to friends and fam­ily. Hon­estly, I was just in­ter­ested in some prod­ucts, and Vanessa men­tioned get­ting a big­ger dis­count. But it feels weird to sell to other peo­ple.”

Oh, honey, don’t I know it! “Well, Bri­anna, do you feel as though Vanessa has been bug­ging you?” There is an awk­ward si­lence be­fore she replies, “No, not at all. I ac­tu­ally have been ask­ing her about it.”

I feel like a snake about to strike, gaslight­ing her with my re­sponse. “Well then, you should have no rea­son to feel that any­one would think you’re bug­ging them. You’ve been in good hands with Vanessa!”

The lan­guage is ef­fec­tive, but it’s all smoke and mir­rors. God, I could use a drink. I shush my youngest in the back seat, who is start­ing to get antsy as I pull into a park­ing spot at school. Af­ter about ten min­utes of back and forth, we say good­bye to Bri­anna, who ul­ti­mately says, “Hell to the no,” and I chat with Vanessa for a bit.

“Ugh, Em, I just don’t think this is for me. I hate try­ing to con­vince peo­ple! I suck at it!” she com­plains.

I un­der­stand the sen­ti­ment; it’s soul-crush­ing to have to try to talk peo­ple into this. The re­al­ity is, some peo­ple come to these calls in­ter­ested, but most are co­erced, like poor Bri­anna, who was just ask­ing about some damn prod­uct dis­counts. We are taught to make it no big deal. As soon as some­one asks any ques­tions about “the busi­ness,” you segue to “Hey, that’s a great ques­tion. I’d love to have you chat with my friend and busi­ness part­ner about this. She’s great be­cause [in­sert fake rea­son here: she’s been at this longer… lives in your town… also has twins… what­ever]. She’s free at two or four. What works for you?” More be­hav­ior, in­for­ma­tion, thought, and emo­tional con­trol. Peo­ple feel pres­sured, so they show up al­ready de­fen­sive, and it’s be­yond awk­ward. But we do it this way be­cause it’s eas­ier to dis­pel the con­cerns of a stranger; you don’t feel as bad about blow­ing sun­shine up the ass of some­one you hardly know. Plus, the more you lather, rinse, and re­peat, the more nat­u­ral it be­comes, and the more you start to truly be­lieve what you’re say­ing. You con­clude that you have a se­cret, that they need to know the se­cret, and that they will be bet­ter off if they join you so they can be in on it.

How’s that logic for you?

Al­though I have com­plete em­pa­thy and un­der­stand­ing for Vanessa—be­cause I hate these con­ver­sa­tions, too—I still have to sell the dream. If she doesn’t keep do­ing these calls, her team won’t ei­ther, and so on and so on. Du­pli­ca­tion is some­thing that is taught in the MLM: Be coach­able, do things the way your leader does them, and your team will do them the way you do them, and so on. Copy and paste is the way this works, or so Becky tells me.

Ugh. Time to charm.

“Vanessa,” I tell my best friend. “You are do­ing so awe­some!” And she is. That part is gen­uine. She has had so many new cus­tomers and got a new busi­ness part­ner just last week, and this was her third three-way this week! “Lis­ten, I’ve heard no so many times. Some­times it takes peo­ple a lit­tle longer to see the vi­sion, you know? Just re­mem­ber it’s only a no right now. Re­mem­ber Tessa? We had two calls with her, and she fi­nally came around.”

“True,” Vanessa agrees. “Same with Lori… and Kelsi. You’re right. I just need to keep plug­ging away!”

Phew. Dis­as­ter averted.

Let’s pause here. Maybe you’re a bit trig­gered by the “never take no for an an­swer” speak? Yes, I re­ally did say, “It’s only a no right now.” Quite a mind­fuck, as a woman, to con­stantly be re­mind­ing your­self, your chil­dren, the world, that no means no—un­less you’re talk­ing MLM. Be­cause wear­ing peo­ple down is some­thing you’re taught from the be­gin­ning, and it comes in many fla­vors:


“Keep reach­ing out, and even­tu­ally peo­ple will say yes.”

“Peo­ple take twelve nos be­fore they get to a yes.”

“You’re shar­ing some­thing great—help them see how they fit into this.”



I be­lieved this; I re­ally did. But it’s co­er­cion dis­guised as “just shar­ing some­thing fun!” Of course, it feels skeevy to push prod­ucts on friends and fam­ily, or to cut and paste mes­sages on Face­book, or to cold-call peo­ple and bring in your up­line on a three-way call. It’s skeevy to call it a three-way! But when you’re in­doc­tri­nated into an MLM, you’re taught to ig­nore your own in­tu­ition from the out­set, for the sake of the num­bers game. My up­line taught me to never take no for an an­swer. Ever. Her up­line taught her. Ev­ery cor­po­rate train­ing taught all of us. And I was now teach­ing it to my new re­cruits. It’s amaz­ing how much you can ig­nore your in­tu­ition when ev­ery­one around you is do­ing the same thing.

None of these things in­tu­itively feel good be­cause they aren’t good. Yet the goal of MLM train­ing is to get you to ig­nore those nag­ging feel­ings. Even­tu­ally, it be­comes sec­ond na­ture: That gross generic mes­sage feels okay when you’ve copied and pasted it for the twen­ti­eth time. Be­fore long, that script feels nat­u­ral when you’ve mem­o­rized and re­cited it over and over. It’s amaz­ing what you can be con­di­tioned to do. And that doesn’t mean you’ve lost your fear or lev­eled up. It just means you’ve be­come used to it, like stay­ing with an abu­sive boyfriend or be­com­ing ad­dicted to co­caine.

Make no mis­take: MLMs will prom­ise you all kinds of things—com­mu­nity, con­nec­tion, and op­por­tu­nity—but they’re ly­ing. This isn’t per­sonal growth. This is get­ting grad­u­ally ac­cus­tomed to ig­nor­ing your in­tu­ition, dis­miss­ing warn­ings from peo­ple who love and care about you, and negat­ing the red flags that ask you to go against the val­ues you hold dear. It’s nat­u­ral to take it per­son­ally when some­one blocks you on so­cial me­dia be­cause of some­thing you did. It’s nat­u­ral to feel scummy about send­ing a mes­sage that isn’t aligned with who you are. And it’s ab­so­lutely nat­u­ral to feel bad when you don’t take no for an an­swer. All of these feel­ings are there for a rea­son—and be­ing asked to shrug them off and do the same thing over and over will erode your sense of self over time.

But here I am, ig­nor­ing my in­tu­ition and help­ing Vanessa to ig­nore hers, like a good lit­tle MLM sol­dier. Be­cause even if some­thing feels bad, it’s bet­ter than get­ting kicked out of the sis­ter­hood—and for a bunch of lonely women who are des­per­ate for con­nec­tion, that com­mu­nity is ev­ery­thing.

“Thanks, Em, that helps. See you tonight!”

Tonight? Wait, what’s tonight? Ah, yes! The biz op! Shit, it’s Thurs­day! How could I for­get? An­other lo­cal con­sul­tant who is pretty high up has rented out an event space to do a busi­ness pre­sen­ta­tion. A biz op is a lev­eled-up ver­sion of the “wine and op­por­tu­nity” meet­ing Becky in­vited me to just a few short months be­fore. It’s row seat­ing, some­one from the cor­po­rate of­fice, a Pow­er­Point pre­sen­ta­tion, speak­ers, and a call to ac­tion to sign up at the end. Con­sul­tants bring guests or just them­selves to be­come fur­ther in­doc­tri­nated—er, trained—in the sys­tem of op­er­a­tion.

These re­ten­tion events, as de­scribed by Ja­son Jones, an at­tor­ney and ad­vo­cate for vic­tims of ma­nip­u­la­tion fraud, are de­signed to keep peo­ple in the com­mer­cial cult as long as pos­si­ble. He de­scribes three lev­els on the path of re­ten­tion: re­cruits (the peo­ple at the bot­tom of the pyra­mid), grinders (those who do the great­est amount of work and put on these events), and prof­i­teers (the peo­ple at the very top, who do very lit­tle work and make most of the money). The ob­jec­tive of these events—whether they are biz ops, con­ven­tions, or Zoom calls—is to move peo­ple from the re­cruits into the grinders cat­e­gory, keep­ing them there as long as pos­si­ble, at least three to four years. The goal is not to get them to the prof­i­teers level, be­cause, math­e­mat­i­cally, vir­tu­ally no­body makes it there.

Grinders usu­ally have no sales ex­pe­ri­ence yet still be­come deeply in­volved in the MLM, thanks to these con­stant re­ten­tion events. They likely will not be mak­ing a lot of money but may be do­ing enough to keep go­ing and pos­si­bly cover their own costs. The events are at the lo­cal, re­gional, and na­tional lev­els, and con­sul­tants are en­cour­aged to at­tend, even if they have to travel; these are of­ten la­beled as suc­cess train­ings. By at­tend­ing, you are im­mersed fur­ther into the re­ten­tion process. You see sto­ries like yours, a never-end­ing se­ries of tes­ti­mo­ni­als, and you can vi­su­al­ize your­self hav­ing the same suc­cess. With the elec­tric crowds and events, your hope be­comes be­lief, and if your be­lief fades be­cause of the ob­vi­ous lack of re­sults you’re get­ting, these events con­tinue to rekin­dle the pos­si­bil­ity that next year, it might be you… so you keep grind­ing.

It’s the kind of emo­tional ma­nip­u­la­tion that hap­pens in all MLMs, con­sis­tently, all around the coun­try.

This is ac­tu­ally go­ing to be my first one, and as an added bonus, I have been asked to speak! Ap­par­ently, I’m a “good ex­am­ple” of what this busi­ness can do, since I’m so new and have al­ready grown a good-sized team. But what­ever, I’m just ex­cited to get a night out again. Hon­estly, this busi­ness has been the best ex­cuse to es­cape from my day-to-day. If no­body signs up, at least I’ll have some wine and friends to hang out with.

“Yes!” I hap­pily chirp back. “I’ll be there! Ac­tu­ally, I’ll pick you up?”

“Per­fect, I even have a cou­ple guests meet­ing us there.”

“See, you’re al­ready turn­ing this around! Re­mem­ber, the only way you fail is if you give up.”

I feel good that I’ve turned a neg­a­tive into a pos­i­tive, even if it feels like I’m recit­ing lines from an in­spi­ra­tional quote cat poster, but it seems to work, so I add, “Also, I’m go­ing to bring you this book Becky gave me about pos­i­tive mind­set. See you later!”

Books, mantras, cour­ses, cat poster wis­dom—these are the name of the game be­cause the cure for neg­a­tiv­ity in MLM is pos­i­tiv­ity. T-o-x-i-c pos­i­tiv­ity!

Ev­ery MLM is dish­ing out the same nar­ra­tive. Fol­low the sys­tem and you will see im­me­di­ate and in­cred­i­ble ben­e­fits! Be pos­i­tive, and if you work hard enough, you’ll make it! Just keep your head down and keep work­ing! This is the false­hood of white supremacy: that you should al­ways be striv­ing for the next level, the next pro­mo­tion, more money, more recog­ni­tion, to be the best at all costs. And if you reach your po­ten­tial, it’s be­cause of what the MLM taught you, but if you don’t, it’s be­cause you didn’t try hard enough.

Over my time with Re­juvinat, I be­gan to no­tice on team pages, and even the com­pany’s pub­lic so­cial me­dia ac­counts, that any neg­a­tive com­ments (about crummy prod­ucts, poor cus­tomer ser­vice, claims about a preda­tory busi­ness model) would al­ways get deleted. Prod­uct not work­ing for you? You must not be us­ing it cor­rectly. Some­one didn’t like the re­turn pol­icy? They should have read it thor­oughly be­fore­hand. Not get­ting enough cus­tomers? You must not be im­bib­ing enough per­sonal de­vel­op­ment ma­te­rial. It didn’t mat­ter how be­nign the com­plaint was, or what it was about. Only pos­i­tive com­ments and ques­tions were al­lowed. In­stead of ques­tion­ing it, I em­u­lated this with my own team.

You’re taught not to com­plain, be­cause if you com­plain, it will at­tract neg­a­tiv­ity. And you don’t want your neg­a­tiv­ity to spread and be­come con­ta­gious. That’s ex­actly the same recipe for suc­cess used by cults: be­hav­ior con­trol. The per­sonal in­ten­tions of in­di­vid­ual reps at­tempt­ing to stay pos­i­tive might be good (I just want her to feel bet­ter!), but toxic pos­i­tiv­ity min­i­mizes, de­nies, and in­val­i­dates very real hu­man emo­tions. It makes you feel you are do­ing wrong by hav­ing neg­a­tive emo­tions or ques­tion­ing things.

In­stead of rec­og­niz­ing that you are feel­ing guilty for do­ing bad, the MLM in­spires shame, mak­ing you feel that you are bad. Not that you are a hu­man with nor­mal emo­tions and crit­i­cal-think­ing skills, be­cause those are re­ac­tions the MLMs re­quire you to quell.

Ev­ery time I was strug­gling, some­one sug­gested a new book or a mantra, and I found it quite help­ful. I can’t say whether any of it ac­tu­ally fixed my mind­set—I never came away with tools or skills per se—but it did work to dis­tract me and con­vince me to keep go­ing. Why not pay it for­ward?

MLMs are built on the be­lief that if it works for me, it will work for you, de­spite any dif­fer­ences in re­sources, back­grounds, skill sets, or net­works. MLMs be­lieve ev­ery­one is truly equal, in the most abu­sive way pos­si­ble. At the same time, this so-called equal­ity only holds true to a cer­tain point. Some peo­ple will never suc­ceed as much as oth­ers, and MLMs al­ready know this. This is ex­actly why the busi­ness model is tiered—it’s by de­sign.

So, what about peo­ple who don’t make it? The more than 90 per­cent who never make a dime? Easy: They should have done more. Fail­ure to suc­ceed is on you, even if it’s the norm, not the ex­cep­tion. When some­one “fails,” it must be due to a neg­a­tive mind­set, lack of faith, or not work­ing hard enough. At least that’s what you’re told, and what you’re ex­pected to re­peat. “It works if you work!” Ig­nore the fact that very few MLM mem­bers ever break even. A very small per­cent­age make a lit­tle bit (less than $5,000 a year, which is be­fore taxes, by the way). The ones who make $100,000 per year (again, be­fore taxes)? Less than half a per­cent. The ones with pho­tos of op­u­lent life­styles drip­ping with de­signer bags and friend­ships ga­lore that you see on so­cial me­dia? Those are the peo­ple who make up 0.05 per­cent (yes, five hun­dredths of a per­cent) of MLM reps. All the oth­ers are fak­ing it un­til they make it. Un­for­tu­nately, they never make it.

Now, pos­i­tiv­ity in and of it­self isn’t a bad thing; it’s, well, pos­i­tive! Look­ing for the in­her­ently good things around you—the sunny day, a roof over your head—and hav­ing a gen­eral grat­i­tude for pos­i­tive things is great. How­ever, con­di­tion­ing peo­ple to be­lieve the only rea­son they could fail is their own fault rather than the fault of sys­temic is­sues fun­da­men­tal to the busi­ness model is vic­tim blam­ing and gaslight­ing. And it may sound fa­mil­iar, since our cap­i­tal­ist so­ci­ety fre­quently re­wards a few at the ex­pense of the many (hard-work­ing Ama­zon em­ploy­ees bust­ing ass for a liv­ing wage watch­ing Jeff Be­zos be­ing launched into space on a dick rocket, or Kim Kar­dashian telling women ev­ery­where to “get off their fuck­ing asses and work”). Yet MLMs don’t rely solely on cap­i­tal­ism. They want you to wor­ship at the al­tar of mer­i­toc­racy, which is far more sin­is­ter; this is the be­lief that the harder you work, the more likely it is that you’ll suc­ceed. But the prob­lem is not peo­ple’s work ethic. It may sound plau­si­ble in the­ory, but the MLM model is not de­signed to help ev­ery­one suc­ceed.

The “pull your­self up by the boot­straps” ide­ol­ogy re­lies on con­sumerism and a fo­cus on self-im­prove­ment and mind­set cul­ture. It con­ve­niently ig­nores so­cioe­co­nomic sta­tus. It ig­nores race, eth­nic­ity, re­li­gion, cul­ture, gen­der, sex­u­al­ity, and marginal­ized iden­ti­ties. It ig­nores those who live be­low the poverty line, who don’t have ac­cess to cash or tech­nol­ogy, and those with dis­abil­i­ties or ex­cep­tions. It re­lies on priv­i­lege in the state­ment “If I can do it, so can you.”

It’s a lie—an in­ten­tional one. If peo­ple blame them­selves, they turn away from the real flaws in the sys­tem.

Af­ter I get the kids home and set them up with home­work/snacks/TV shows/babysit­ter (again), I sneak up­stairs and dig through my closet to find some­thing to wear for my biz op tonight. Ugh, noth­ing screams busi­ness­woman to me. Jeans and a T-shirt? This is not gonna cut it; I’ll be stand­ing in front of the crowd and telling my story! I need to dress the part. When the field de­vel­op­ment leader asked me for a head­shot for the pro­mo­tional ma­te­ri­als for this event, I had to send her an old Easter pic­ture and she had to crop out my fam­ily. That doesn’t scream #boss­babe at all. Last week on a Zoom call with one of the top lead­ers, we were told that in our so­cial me­dia pho­tos, we “should dress for the ti­tle you want.”

I can ap­pre­ci­ate that, but all the top lead­ers are typ­i­cally dressed head-to-toe in Chanel or Gucci or other brands I’ve never owned, let alone had any in­ter­est in buy­ing. Maybe I can run to Nordies later and find some­thing pre­sentable, so I can pass? But Kale is not go­ing to be happy if I put more pur­chases on the credit card this month. I’ve al­ready bought so much prod­uct! Maybe in a few months I can re­di­rect my at­ten­tion and in­vest in at­tire. Again, I re­mind my­self I have to spend money to make money. Or some­thing like that.

I throw an old blazer over a T-shirt and jeans and put on some heels I haven’t worn in years. I fid­dle with my hair and throw on some more mas­cara. This will do. It will be a good trial run for the next time. Be­cause there will be a next time, I’m sure of it. If I’m al­ready be­ing asked to speak at these events now, I can only imag­ine what the fu­ture holds. I’m ex­cited to tell my story, and I’m op­ti­mistic that some guests might join our team, but I’m mostly look­ing for­ward to fi­nally meet­ing some of the peo­ple from cor­po­rate in per­son, as they’ve been gush­ing over me the last cou­ple of months.

“Thank you, Jes­sica!” I wave good­bye to the sit­ter, kiss the kids, and head out.

I pull up to Vanessa’s house and she hops into my car, vis­i­bly an­noyed. “What’s up?” I ask as she slams the door.

“Ugh. Jake. He’s such a dick,” she fumes, fix­ing her hair in the mir­ror.

Ah, Jake, the hubby—well, soon-to-be ex-hubby. Thanks to Re­juvinat and her gen­er­ous par­ents, Vanessa was able to af­ford her own apart­ment and get away from him, but Jake doesn’t love that she’s more in­de­pen­dent. “He called five min­utes be­fore he was sup­posed to pick the kids up and told me that he couldn’t come. Luck­ily, my mom came over. It was my fault for telling him it was a work thing—”

I in­ter­rupt, “Um… no. Not your fault, ever. That jerk. He doesn’t want you to suc­ceed. He wants you to be de­pen­dent on him. Just wait un­til you make it big and you’re driv­ing your white shiny car around.”

“You don’t re­ally think that’s go­ing to hap­pen, do you? The car?”

I’m taken aback… Jake got to her. Man. Or that call to­day re­ally shook her spirit. “I just want you to shoot for the stars! I re­ally want this for you.”

“I know, Em. It’s sweet, and I do re­ally en­joy this, and the ex­tra money is nice, but it’s just, you know, a side thing. A rea­son to get out of the house. Just don’t take it too se­ri­ously, okay? Be­sides, my guests can­celed and I’m kinda glad—I just want the night off.”

Yikes. I’m not even sure how to take this. She’s glad her guests aren’t com­ing? Vanessa is my best friend; she’s seen how se­ri­ously I take this. I didn’t at first, but I do now. De­spite her dis­cour­ag­ing words, I know she’ll see the light—she will want this more for her­self. For now, I’m just glad she got out of the house; tonight will re­ally help her. I’m a be­liever, and like all truly re­li­gious peo­ple, I know I can con­vert her into one, as well!

This “life-chang­ing” nar­ra­tive tends to be pushed hard in MLM, as if you’re a global phi­lan­thropist spread­ing knowl­edge or wealth. Of course, there is noth­ing wrong with a job that “changes your life,” but putting the sales of creams and sup­ple­ments on such a pedestal in­val­i­dates most other pro­fes­sions, in­clud­ing the ones that ac­tu­ally do change lives. It also drives home a deeper mes­sage: There is some­thing wrong with the way you are do­ing things, so you need to al­ways be striv­ing for more within the MLM to re­ally change your life. What is val­ued is an all-Amer­i­can, up­per-mid­dle-class im­age of suc­cess. Mak­ing more money is the goal, at any ex­pense.

“Hi, An­nie! Hi, Ce­leste! Nice to see you!” We walk into an event space at a lo­cal coun­try club, where I’m guess­ing one of the con­sul­tants is a mem­ber. Jamie, yes… that’s right. She’s the one who or­ga­nized the event and is a pretty high-up con­sul­tant who lives in this burg.

“Nice place!” Vanessa says as we walk up to the reg­is­tra­tion ta­ble.

“Ten dol­lars per con­sul­tant, please!” Wait, what? We have to pay for this? I don’t re­mem­ber see­ing that on the promo, but I was a lit­tle more fix­ated on how my photo looked, not the con­tent. “But I’m pre­sent­ing,” I men­tion.

“Yeah, con­sul­tants al­ways pay; guests are free, but if you’re a con­sul­tant, it’s ten bucks,” the woman be­hind the ta­ble says with­out crack­ing a smile. The other reg­is­tra­tion gal senses the ten­sion and in­ter­jects, “Hi! Sorry, con­sul­tants host these events them­selves, even though a cor­po­rate per­son is here. Jamie ac­tu­ally paid for the event. But if there is enough in­ter­est and we even­tu­ally get a big enough draw of guests, cor­po­rate will spon­sor more in the fu­ture!”

Well, this is news to me, and to be hon­est, it seems a lit­tle shitty. Even though it’s only ten bucks, I know Jamie makes more than I do. I can only imag­ine how much an event space like this costs, and ev­ery con­sul­tant has al­ready paid to be part of the com­pany. Seems slimy to make the field “earn” their worth. But what do I know? What I don’t re­al­ize right now is that as I rise in the ranks, I’ll put many of these biz ops on my credit-card bill.

“Pay money to make money,” the friend­lier woman smiles.

I’ve heard (and said) that one be­fore, and I’m say­ing it more fre­quently these days. I pull out my card, and she hands me a drink ticket (oh yay, one whole drink ticket!). I’m still ex­cited to be speak­ing, and I sup­pose $10 is a small price to pay. For­get the fact that I’m do­ing the work of the com­pany with no ac­tual pay. All of the reps here are tak­ing out time from their evening, as un­paid MLM reps are ex­pected to mar­ket con­stantly but only get paid if they make a sale. Hope­fully, my one wine pour is big.

Along with the shitty wine, there is some cheese and a few trays of cook­ies, but sadly, not a huge crowd. Vanessa and I make small talk with a few other con­sul­tants as we fill up our wine­glasses, and I scan the room for my guests. I in­vited three women who said they’d meet me here. They were su­per in­ter­ested in Re­juvinat, but I don’t see any of them. I check my phone… ah, got it. Two texts within the last half hour, which means two peo­ple aren’t com­ing. All I have from this evening so far is a shitty glass of wine and ten fewer dol­lars in my pocket. I’m still hold­ing out for Han­nah, my third in­vi­tee, but with the clock tick­ing, it’s not look­ing good.

Vanessa senses my con­cern. “You know, it’s prob­a­bly bet­ter—you can just con­cen­trate on speak­ing and not worry about en­ter­tain­ing peo­ple.”

I fight the urge to of­fer a bland cat poster re­sponse, but she’s right. I’ve been work­ing on re­cruit­ing all damn week. Maybe what I say will help bring other peo­ple into the com­pany! The more the mer­rier, right? Even if it doesn’t ben­e­fit me di­rectly, the more peo­ple who join our com­pany, the more all of us stand to gain. Or so I’ve been told. At least it’ll be good prac­tice. Still, I get that nag­ging feel­ing, once again, that this is eerily sim­i­lar to soror­ity rush: the pres­sure to sell your­self as the “best,” and your house as “the place.” And no mat­ter how many peo­ple there are in the room, you’ll al­ways be dis­ap­pointed, re­gard­less of how much work you put in, be­cause there could al­ways be more/bet­ter/best/pick your own su­perla­tive.

“If ev­ery­one can take their seats, we’ll get started!” Eliz­a­beth, a bub­bly young woman from cor­po­rate, stands at the front of the room. I’m not to­tally sure what her role is. She’s not a con­sul­tant; she works at the cor­po­rate com­pany head­quar­ters in Salt Lake City. I think she trav­els around and speaks at these things. All I know is that I al­ways see her in my email and on so­cial me­dia. She’s the one I’ve been email­ing with this week—a li­ai­son be­tween con­sul­tants and cor­po­rate. I ad­mire how she’s dressed to the nines, with de­signer stud­ded heels. I bite back my envy. Af­ter all, she was so sweet to me on the phone and even gave me some in­sider info about a sale com­ing up next month, mak­ing me feel very spe­cial. (Love bomb­ing comes from the cor­po­rate level, too!)

Eliz­a­beth chats for a few min­utes, thanks ev­ery­one for tak­ing the time to come out, and runs through a quick Pow­er­Point pre­sen­ta­tion about the com­pany. I’m mo­men­tar­ily dis­tracted when I see Han­nah walk in from the side door, and I wave dumbly to­ward her. She takes a seat in the back and my spir­its are lifted again. Let’s hope this works, I think to my­self.

Be­fore I know it, it’s my turn. “Next, we have an up-and-com­ing lo­cal con­sul­tant who’s go­ing to share her story. Emily?”

I’m ner­vous but this is a pretty small crowd. I walk to the front of the au­di­ence as they clap; I grab the mi­cro­phone, turn around, take a deep breath, and start my mas­ter­class on in­doc­tri­na­tion.

“Hi, I’m Emily! I live in Seat­tle and I’m the mom of five small kids. [Emo­tional con­trol: I’m so re­lat­able and do so much! You only have two chil­dren. Wow, you have so much time on your hands!] I’ve been with Re­juvinat for about six months. [Thought con­trol: You, too, can suc­ceed in no time at all!] I didn’t think I’d ever do some­thing like this, be­cause like many of you prob­a­bly do, I had plenty of reser­va­tions. [In­for­ma­tion con­trol: but you’d bet­ter ig­nore that in­tu­ition.] I haven’t been in the work­force for a long time, and since I’m a stay-at-home mom, this fits so well in the nooks and cran­nies of my life. [Be­hav­ior con­trol: I’ll show you how to work ALL THE TIME.] My skin and hair are the best they’ve ever looked [In­for­ma­tion con­trol: They al­ready looked great be­fore Re­juvinat], and all I do is use the prod­ucts and talk about them. [Be­hav­ior con­trol: You’ll lit­er­ally do this all the god­damn time.] The best part is the friend­ships; I’ve found my sis­ter­hood with this com­pany. [Emo­tional con­trol: You need friends, right, you lonely POS?] I have money for a babysit­ter, and I feel like I have pur­pose. [Thought con­trol: You also need to want those things!] If you feel like you’re miss­ing friend­ships or money and want a ve­hi­cle for change [Emo­tional con­trol: You need more out of your sad ex­is­tence], this busi­ness is for you. [Be­hav­ior con­trol: Join or else your life is go­ing to con­tinue to suck.]”

The room fills with ap­plause, and I bask in the ac­knowl­edg­ment. Wow, that felt good. I was told in col­lege that I was a good pub­lic speaker, but it’s been so long since I’ve flexed those mus­cles. Glad to know I’ve still got it. And I do feel good about ev­ery­thing I said. All of it was true… er… true-ish. I have money to pay the babysit­ter, but it cer­tainly isn’t Re­juvinat money, since I spent all that on prod­ucts. I def­i­nitely have had to make more “nooks and cran­nies” by get­ting a babysit­ter more of­ten. But I fol­low the scripted ver­sion of what I was told to talk about, and it seems to have gone well.

Eliz­a­beth winks and takes the mic from me to close up the biz op. I sit down, look around, and see that ev­ery­one is feel­ing the love, the en­ergy, the pos­si­bil­i­ties. Han­nah has a huge smile on her face and gives me a thumbs-up. Eliz­a­beth con­tin­ues talk­ing, and I spend half my at­ten­tion on her words and half of it fan­ta­siz­ing about how this op­por­tu­nity is go­ing to change my life. She plays an­other short promo video, show­ing some of the amaz­ing trips and gifts that are avail­able to con­sul­tants.

She closes with “The only thing stop­ping you is you. Lean into your fear. Think pos­i­tively and you can­not fail. Noth­ing of sig­nif­i­cance will hap­pen in your com­fort zone. Thanks for com­ing to­day.”

The room erupts in ap­plause, and Vanessa and I smile at each other. I’m sud­denly re­ally glad we came. Maybe she’s ready to lean into her fears now, too. I can see that some of the magic has rubbed off on her; there is mo­ti­va­tion in her eyes once more.

This kind of speech, this whole process, works on so many be­cause it’s as­pi­ra­tional. Who doesn’t want to be­lieve they own the key to their own suc­cess? That if they just change their think­ing, they will never fail?

Mo­ti­va­tion is a word that gets thrown around in these re­ten­tion events quite of­ten. Courage, strength, grit—all the pseudo-em­pow­er­ment vo­cab is em­ployed. Yes, we all need mo­ti­va­tion to get out of bed in the morn­ing, do our home­work, or make din­ner. Yes, those all re­quire strength, courage, or grit to some ex­tent. And yes, all of those things come from within, and we can draw them from oth­ers, blah blah blah. But what MLMs ig­nore is that the cir­cum­stances you’re in also dic­tate what you’re able to ac­tu­ally ac­com­plish. We don’t all have the same twenty-four hours in a day. Wealth­ier peo­ple like Vanessa and me have more space, goods, money, and free time to avoid or mit­i­gate ev­ery­day stresses, whereas poorer peo­ple do not. So­cioe­co­nomic brack­ets im­pact ev­ery part of day-to-day life and the de­gree of sta­tus, power, and ben­e­fits.

Ac­cord­ing to the Amer­i­can Psy­cho­log­i­cal As­so­ci­a­tion, “Class af­fects whether some­one is go­ing to be ac­cepted into a par­tic­u­lar kind of school, their like­li­hood of suc­ceed­ing in that school, the kinds of jobs they have ac­cess to, and the kinds of friends they make.” It isn’t all about mind­set when you have to work two jobs and don’t have a car. It isn’t about mo­ti­va­tion when you can’t make rent.

I was able to “lean into fear” be­cause I have a hus­band with a sta­ble job and dis­cre­tionary time and in­come, even if it’s lim­ited. I am able to be “coura­geous” be­cause I can drive my own car home to my warm 3,500-square-foot house, whose fridge is filled to the brim be­cause I live in a nice neigh­bor­hood that isn’t con­sid­ered a food desert; I can ac­cess af­ford­able, nu­tri­tious food in five dif­fer­ent places within a few blocks of my house. I’m able to be “strong” be­cause I have a net­work of friends and fam­ily who sup­port me. I don’t need much “grit” to get one of my friends to buy some­thing from me. Again, “push­ing through the com­fort zone” just refers to ig­nor­ing my in­tu­ition, which doesn’t earn me any brownie points.

As I now know, prey­ing on your friends to buy shit is noth­ing to write home about. It’s easy to be­lieve you are suc­cess­ful be­cause you’ve worked hard and had a pos­i­tive mind­set when you are al­ready fi­nan­cially sta­ble and have a big net­work to sig­nal-boost your “suc­cess.” And it’s re­ally easy to ig­nore your in­tu­ition when your life­style, in­tel­li­gence, em­pa­thy, and net­work are things that gain you praise and flat­tery, as if you were the one to make it all hap­pen. This is why very smart and em­pa­thetic peo­ple fall into the trap of join­ing MLMs in the first place. Your in­ten­tions are so good, and you prob­a­bly have a qual­ity ed­u­ca­tion and gen­er­ally make smart fi­nan­cial de­ci­sions. Why would you sec­ond-guess some­thing you joined with the in­ten­tion of mak­ing a pos­i­tive im­pact, es­pe­cially when you’ve been suc­cess­ful in the past, and re­ceive praise and ac­co­lades the whole way? It feels good, even when it doesn’t.

Push­ing through dis­com­fort ap­plies when you’re train­ing for a race and need to get from mile two to three to im­prove. Lean­ing into fear ap­plies when you are per­form­ing a con­certo and need to put in ex­tra hours on the dif­fi­cult pas­sages to meet a goal. It does not mean deny­ing your own in­ner know­ing that some­thing is in­deed not okay and telling your­self your in­tu­ition is wrong. It does not mean that if you re­peat mantras, share pos­i­tive so­cial me­dia mes­sages, read more per­sonal de­vel­op­ment books, or “fake it till you make it,” any of those MLM goals will come true. You can’t man­i­fest your own des­tiny when so­cioe­co­nomic dif­fer­ences stack the cards against you.

But that night af­ter my speech, all of my lies of omis­sion feel okay. In fact, as I’m be­ing pat­ted on the back and con­grat­u­lated, and my star is shin­ing, it feels more than fine. I de­serve this. I’ve been at home with kids for years with no ac­co­lades, no tro­phies, noth­ing. No won­der ev­ery­one who has joined my team so far has been a SAHM who misses a pay­check or a work­ing mom who misses time with her kids. The MLM is sold as the so­lu­tion to ev­ery­thing.

“Emily, that was awe­some—you’re a nat­u­ral up there!” Eliz­a­beth gushes. “Thank you so much for do­ing this.” I in­tro­duce her to Vanessa, and we chitchat a bit. I look more closely at her stud­ded shoes; they re­ally are fancy—Valentino, I think. I should put those on my vi­sion board, but first I need to fig­ure out what a vi­sion board is—I think she said some­thing about it dur­ing the Pow­er­Point. She glances around the room. “This was a pretty de­cent-sized crowd! Did you have any guests tonight? Have a good turnout from your team?”

A lit­tle caught off guard, I re­ply, “Uh, yeah. I mean, Vanessa came with me, and I have one guest, but no other team­mates came.”

I laugh and shrug be­cause I sud­denly feel guilty for some rea­son.

“Ah, it hap­pens,” she says. “You know what, though? Lead­ers show up. Good for you two.” She wags a fin­ger at me and Vanessa. “You know who you can rely on!”

She’s right. I have a bunch of con­sul­tants, but most of them didn’t even make an ef­fort to come. How much do they re­ally want this? Sure, they com­plain that they aren’t mak­ing much money, but com­ing to a biz op could’ve been so easy. Of course, they would have had to in­vite other peo­ple, which is un­com­fort­able, but like Eliz­a­beth said in her speech, how much growth hap­pens in your com­fort zone?

It’s easy to start vic­tim blam­ing. Be­cause if you don’t suc­ceed in MLM, or com­plain that you should be see­ing more suc­cess, you will be told that you just need to work harder. It’s your mind­set. Show up. Read more. Watch videos. Any­time I’ve had a con­cern—I’m not clos­ing many re­cruits, peo­ple com­plain about the high prices, a con­sul­tant quits—my up­line has told me some­thing pos­i­tive to spin it around. “Sched­ule more three-ways!” “Read a self-help book!” “Show up for a power hour this evening!”

If your busi­ness isn’t do­ing what you’d hoped and you still aren’t mak­ing money de­spite do­ing all the things you’re sup­posed to do, in­stead of say­ing, “Well, shoot, you tried” or “Well, maybe you’ll just be some­one who sells a lit­tle bit” or “You can just use it for the dis­count” or some other frame of ref­er­ence that makes log­i­cal sense, you’re ba­si­cally told that you suck. That it’s your fault for not mak­ing the money you want to make. In­stead of ques­tion­ing these par­a­digms, you will con­tinue to try harder and spend more money, more time, and more ef­fort to make this work, be­cause it’s up to you, af­ter all! The neg­a­tive talk drives you fur­ther and fur­ther into the MLM, be­cause it’s sold as the so­lu­tion to your prob­lems. Need more money? Sell more. Al­ready spent too much? Sunk cost fal­lacy: You’re al­ready in so deep, so just keep go­ing, even if quit­ting now would make the most fi­nan­cial sense! Feel like you’re not do­ing well? Get on more Zoom train­ing calls. And be­cause there is an end­less stream of per­sonal de­vel­op­ment ma­te­rial and a sup­pos­edly end­less lad­der upon which to climb up the ranks, no mat­ter how high you are in the MLM hi­er­ar­chy, you could al­ways be mak­ing more money, hit­ting a bet­ter ti­tle, re­cruit­ing more peo­ple, sell­ing more prod­uct. Be su­pe­rior at any cost, even if it only makes a very small num­ber of peo­ple at the top even richer.

The ex­pec­ta­tions are dizzy­ing, and with all these new im­per­a­tives on how to be a bet­ter rep, peo­ple might for­get they were prob­a­bly drawn into the MLM in the first place be­cause of a pop­u­lar tac­tic: the bait and switch. This hap­pens when your rea­sons for join­ing don’t match what you ac­tu­ally end up get­ting. Many peo­ple join “just for the dis­count,” since it’s a tac­tic to get cur­rent cus­tomers who are al­ready spend­ing money to sign up as con­sul­tants. They are told from the be­gin­ning that they can work as much or as lit­tle as they want, in their own spare time. But even­tu­ally, if they don’t make the MLM their num­ber-one fo­cus (some­thing they likely hadn’t ini­tially in­tended to do), they are shamed for not work­ing hard enough. Cap­i­tal­ism at its finest: Peo­ple are promised free­dom, but they end up in the rat race.

A 2019 study re­ported that peo­ple with more free time are hap­pier, health­ier, and more pro­duc­tive than peo­ple who work all the time and make more money. MLM reps are promised the same utopia from hard work and con­stant hus­tle, but un­like in a cap­i­tal­ist struc­ture that would pay them per hour, they may never ac­tu­ally make a dime.

So far, my team is pretty new, so I’m not sure who is go­ing to make it or not, but look­ing at ef­fort, Vanessa is def­i­nitely my work­horse. I just need to find more peo­ple like her. If you fol­low the sys­tem, this is sup­posed to work. And it’s def­i­nitely work­ing for me!

I re­mem­ber Eliz­a­beth’s words. Lead­ers show up. I am a leader! Vanessa is a leader. We just need to find more con­sul­tants like us. Maybe Han­nah will be a leader, too.

“Great job up there!” Han­nah says as she gives me a hug.

“Thanks! What did you think?”

“I think it sounds cool. I re­ally want to try the prod­ucts. I have to head home but I’ll catch up with you to­mor­row?”

“I’d love to get you on the phone with Becky; she’s been do­ing this longer and has a very sim­i­lar back­ground. We’re free to­mor­row at two and three. What works for you?” I of­fer.

Af­ter sched­ul­ing a three-way with my usual scripts, I drop Vanessa off and head back to my home. It’s dark and quiet, and I have an adren­a­line rush from the evening. I pay the babysit­ter, warm up some pizza rolls, and (why not?) fill an­other glass of wine. I glance around the kitchen; the dishes need to be done, the high­chair is out… Shit, I’ll be up for a while. I guess it’s good that I’m on a bit of a high. Plus, this is the only time I get me time.

I sit down with my wine and rolls, and open Face­book. A no­ti­fi­ca­tion from Kim­berly! I read her re­sponse to my dig­i­tal thank-you note on her wall: “No, thank you, Emily. This is a team ef­fort. A ris­ing tide lifts all boats.” A nod to the trickle-down eco­nom­ics of MLM, ex­cept you’re con­stantly work­ing to lev­i­tate the up­line with the hopes of lift­ing your­self.

I get caught up in Kim­berly’s feed and scroll through some of her pho­tos. Look at that house: so much gor­geous shiplap and brass, a kitchen is­land that looks the size of our en­tire liv­ing room. Those clothes—all de­signer brands—not a hair out of place, al­ways in heels. Her life looks like per­fec­tion. I scroll and see her at the big com­pany con­ven­tion last year, be­ing in­ducted into the cov­eted mil­lion-dol­lar club, re­served only for reps who have earned over a mil­lion dol­lars. It looks like a dream. My dream.

Be­hav­ior, in­for­ma­tion, thought, and emo­tional con­trol are all be­ing ex­er­cised in this mo­ment. I want to make that much money and earn those ac­co­lades, so I need to do what she’s do­ing (be­hav­ior con­trol), and I be­lieve in the pic­ture she’s putting out there, whether or not it’s real (in­for­ma­tion con­trol). I’m fall­ing for plat­i­tudi­nous buzz­words like “time free­dom” and “full-time in­come in part-time hours,” in­stead of re­al­ity (thought con­trol). Fi­nally, I’m made to feel less than for not hav­ing such a great house or great out­fits or tak­ing great trips with my kids (emo­tional con­trol). All of this is work­ing on me—just from a Face­book feed.

I take a swig of my wine and wist­fully tell my­self, “I’m go­ing to be up there some­day. I know I am.”
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I “earned” a cruise from my up­line; how­ever, af­ter qual­i­fy­ing I re­al­ized it was only par­tially paid. My hus­band and I fig­ured it was an in­vest­ment in my busi­ness and a fun get­away for our­selves. It was fine, but we had the small­est cabin, ter­ri­ble flights, and ev­ery­thing cost more than we an­tic­i­pated. The worst part? Come tax time, I was slapped with a $10,000 fine from the IRS be­cause I was sup­posed to file quar­terly taxes. My in­come was in­flated thanks to that “free trip” be­ing tacked on as earn­ings. It was dev­as­tat­ing. I had to bor­row money from my par­ents, and I am still pay­ing them back. I would have never worked so hard to “earn” the trip had I known it would be so detri­men­tal.

—KELSEY, for­mer MLM rep



I look around our bed­room and can’t be­lieve I’m ac­tu­ally leav­ing. It has been al­most a decade since I’ve been away from my chil­dren—all five of them—for an en­tire week­end. A lot of peo­ple have asked us, “Why five chil­dren?” And I wish I could give a bet­ter an­swer than “We’re re­ally bad with birth con­trol.” But we are, leav­ing me knee-deep in dirty di­a­pers and scream­ing ba­bies and bot­tle warm­ers and raw nip­ples for years on end. But those days are now be­hind me. I am start­ing over. I am re­claim­ing me.

“Babe, where’s the pink carry-on bag?” I call to my hus­band as he tries to pre­pare him­self for three days with­out Mom. “Re­mem­ber, the one with the mono­gram?”

I’ve laid out all my clothes, even throw­ing in a pair of fancy heels I haven’t worn in five years be­cause this is the week­end to im­press, to show the ladies of Re­juvinat that there’s a new girl­boss in town. It’s only been a year since Becky in­vited me to join her team, and I have al­ready hit the cov­eted top 3 per­cent, earn­ing a free trip to an up­scale re­sort in Col­orado.

Kale brings in the lug­gage and looks across all the folded and neatly or­ga­nized clothes on our bed.

“It’s just three days,” he teases, but what he doesn’t re­al­ize is that it isn’t just three days. It’s the first taste of free­dom I’ve had in years. Kale trav­els for work, es­cap­ing our crowded home filled with tem­per tantrums and Poké­mon cards for cor­po­rate re­treats and busi­ness class. Now, I get to be the one fly­ing away on a jet plane.

I af­fix the Kate Spade lug­gage tag I earned from Re­juvinat to my carry-on. I turn to Kale. “What? I’m ex­cited.”

He kisses me on the fore­head. “Then I’m ex­cited for you.”

I un­der­stand why hus­bands like Kale want to sup­port Re­juvinat. For years, he has watched me strug­gle un­der the oner­ous weight of moth­er­hood. While he gets up early to go to work, I’m the one who stays up all night with the kids. We have taken on the tra­di­tional roles of work­ing dad and stay-at-home mom, and he knows that I crave some­thing more, some­thing that con­nects me to other women, that isn’t just an­other “mommy and me” play­group or hang­ing out with the par­ents of our kids’ friends.

And now I’ve proven to him that I can be suc­cess­ful, too. I am be­ing shouted out in team news­let­ters, gain­ing so much at­ten­tion that my In­sta­gram is blow­ing up. In fact, the day they an­nounced I had achieved the 3 per­cent sta­tus, my fol­low­ers in­creased by 3,000 peo­ple in twenty-four hours; they were mostly other Re­juvinat con­sul­tants, but still! I know I’m not mak­ing any­thing close to Kale’s salary, but af­ter years of shar­ing a joint ac­count, I’ve opened my own check­ing ac­count.

It feels good to pay for things and know that I’ve earned ex­tra perks, like this trip.

Through the dis­torted lens of so­cial me­dia, team re­treats and other MLM in­cen­tive trips seem like they’re all ex­penses paid, but that isn’t ex­actly true. Gen­er­ally, re­treats are planned by some­one’s, or sev­eral some­ones’, up­line; this per­son then re­serves a big house, cabin, or block of rooms (thanks, Becky!). Con­sul­tants pay their own way. There are usu­ally ways to re­duce the cost, all tied to a list of ac­tiv­i­ties that in­crease your up­line’s pay­check: sell more, re­cruit more, join power hours or Zoom calls. And there are in­cen­tives thrown in (like my new Hunter boots and Kate Spade lug­gage tag and $200 cash back), but they are def­i­nitely not free. In the case of an in­cen­tive trip, Re­juvinat gives you a travel stipend to cover your air­line ticket and some other ex­penses, though the stipend doesn’t quite cut it. I re­al­ize that the cost of this trip is al­ready eat­ing up my com­mis­sion from the pre­vi­ous month, and that my up­line is get­ting the ben­e­fit of the pro­mo­tion and the com­mis­sion, but I laugh it off. It is, af­ter all, an in­vest­ment in my busi­ness. And truth be told, Kale and I can af­ford the in­vest­ment.



I GUESS, if I had been pay­ing at­ten­tion, that might have been a red flag. Be­cause you can only build a busi­ness with Re­juvinat if you have the re­sources to in­vest in Re­juvinat. I have no­ticed the slew of lux­ury hand­bags on the so­cial me­dia feeds of my fel­low con­sul­tants. Re­juvinat prom­ises women the op­por­tu­nity to be­come fi­nan­cially in­de­pen­dent, and chat­ter quickly moves through the com­pany about women who “re­tire” their hus­bands with their busi­ness—fail­ing to men­tion that most of these women had al­ready at­tained some level of fi­nan­cial in­de­pen­dence be­fore be­ing re­cruited into Re­juvinat.

Most of us are SAHMs be­cause we can af­ford to be SAHMs; it’s why we’re such great bait. MLMs and their many in­cen­tives are sold as em­pow­er­ing women, but what is fe­male em­pow­er­ment, any­way? And who is it ac­tu­ally em­pow­er­ing? SAHMs don’t have many other ex­ter­nal sources of power—I cer­tainly don’t. We tell our kids what to do and maybe we’re on a com­mit­tee or two at school, but com­pared to the lives of women work­ing in fi­nance or law or medicine or real es­tate or any­thing with real pay and power, we feel pretty pow­er­less. But in an MLM, we are given that “power” we lack, and we each in­flate the egos of other women in the MLM to make all of it seem more im­por­tant than it re­ally is. In fact, we’re coached to reach out to af­flu­ent women with good net­works. They can af­ford the prod­ucts, af­ter all, and they know oth­ers who can.

As I be­gin to grow my net­work, “re­cruit­ing up” is not only some­thing I do all the time—it’s some­thing I do well. This faux em­pow­er­ment isn’t about fem­i­nism or struc­tural changes, but about buoy­ing the life­styles of peo­ple who al­ready have a lot of priv­i­leges. I’ve heard rags-to-riches sto­ries in MLM of women who had $40 in their bank ac­count and spent it on a busi­ness kit in a last-ditch ef­fort to find fi­nan­cial free­dom—the “hunger” Becky told me about the first night I joined. How­ever, a year into this ven­ture, I’ve never ac­tu­ally met any­one with that story.

In fact, not once in my en­tire ten­ure at Re­juvinat did I ever meet some­one who went from poor to Porsche. Be­cause ev­ery­one who joins an MLM al­ready has the in­her­ent priv­i­lege of an in­ter­net con­nec­tion, cell phone, and money or some­one to bor­row money from. The idea that “any­one can be suc­cess­ful” couldn’t be fur­ther from the truth. You need to have money, and you need to know peo­ple who have money. The only ones be­ing em­pow­ered through MLMs are those who al­ready have in­her­ent priv­i­lege, and the more wealth you have ac­cess to, the more money you make.

These in­cen­tive trips and re­treats are all about reify­ing ex­ist­ing power, which they re­frame as em­pow­er­ment, through in­for­ma­tion con­trol. And it is boss­babe sui­cide to sit them out. They prom­ise se­crets to suc­cess and in­sider looks at prod­uct road maps. What clas­si­fied in­for­ma­tion will they share? What ground­break­ing lead­er­ship in­for­ma­tion will I miss? I need per­sonal de­vel­op­ment to level up! Qual­i­fi­ca­tions and rules to “earn a spot” are ar­bi­trary and filled with caveats, but are al­ways tied to sales and re­cruit­ing, so the up­line al­ways ben­e­fits. They are pack­aged as “be here or else” events meant to for­tify your “She-EO sta­tus.” Pho­tos are posted on so­cial me­dia the en­tire time, ce­ment­ing the fact that you must be there, and if you aren’t, you should try harder next time. They de­note suc­cess to the on­look­ers who are foam­ing at the mouth to get in on them.

These love bomb­ing week­ends are ef­fec­tive and ex­pen­sive, and I am here for all of it.

The com­mer­cial­iza­tion of fe­male em­pow­er­ment is noth­ing new, from tam­pon ads of women run­ning marathons to makeup cam­paigns with women in busi­ness suits. It’s sim­ply a story of mar­keters telling women they are strong in or­der for them to buy prod­ucts. This faux con­nec­tion can be found in al­co­hol ads, Pho­to­shopped beauty com­mer­cials, diet prod­ucts, and other items that are not em­pow­er­ing (be more beau­ti­ful and thin­ner!) in and of them­selves, and of­ten, are lethal (al­co­hol/cig­a­rettes) or sell a stan­dard of fe­male “strength” that only the mod­els in the ads can achieve. Mar­keters are skilled at lever­ag­ing so­cial causes to pig­gy­back on al­ready es­tab­lished women’s move­ments (In­ter­na­tional Women’s Day, for ex­am­ple), and all of it makes us feel like we need to buy things in or­der to be strong and pow­er­ful. And now they all come with a hash­tag, snaking across so­cial me­dia and right into our ev­ery­day de­ci­sions, choices, and be­hav­iors, mak­ing young women even more hooked on the “move­ment,” which is ac­tu­ally just a brand.

Ac­cord­ing to re­search, while women drive 70 to 80 per­cent of all pur­chas­ing, 91 per­cent of them feel mis­un­der­stood; it’s not enough to make a main­stream prod­uct “for her” or sim­ply “paint it pink.” Women re­spond to sto­ry­telling and emo­tion, but brands make out­dated as­sump­tions, pos­si­bly be­cause only 3 per­cent of ad agency di­rec­tors are women, ac­cord­ing to Kat Gor­don, founder of The 3% Move­ment, an or­ga­ni­za­tion de­voted to in­creas­ing the num­ber of women and peo­ple of color in cre­ative di­rec­tor roles. In the 1920s, women were tar­geted as home­mak­ers, then in the 1930s and 1940s, Rosie the Riv­eter be­came a mar­ket­ing icon. Things took a step back in the 1950s, when women were por­trayed as house­wives in ads once again. The 1960s and 1970s brought a wave of fem­i­nism, which led to mar­ket­ing in the 1980s por­tray­ing women in pow­er­ful roles, while still mak­ing them look pris­tine for their man. And this is where mar­ket­ing has typ­i­cally stayed for the past forty years. You’re strong, but make sure you’re the per­fect mother and wife, and stay wrin­kle-free and fuck­able.



THE NIGHT BE­FORE THE BIG re­treat, I sleep like one of my kids the night be­fore Christ­mas. I toss and turn with im­ages of sparkling wine and crack­ling fire­places in my head. I imag­ine laugh­ing with other women with­out wait­ing for an in­evitable “Mom!” It has been years since I’ve been on a trip with­out a di­a­per bag or a stroller, and the next morn­ing, I walk out of the house with only my new Michael Kors purse, cour­tesy of Re­juvinat, and that pink carry-on, which I haven’t had the lux­ury of car­ry­ing in years.

“So, what hap­pens at these re­treats?” Kale asked me last night, try­ing not to be­tray his con­cern. My drink­ing has al­ready been a source of anx­i­ety in our home, and Kale is no dummy. A bunch of women, no spouses or kids, and a lot of booze. What could go wrong?

I told him what I knew and what I’d seen. The team re­treats are about fun, sure, but they also in­clude lec­tures and work­shops. They are as much about per­sonal de­vel­op­ment as they are about sales. And Re­juvinat is all about per­sonal de­vel­op­ment. Be­cause I have been ac­tively drink­ing the Kool-Aid, I truly be­lieve that Re­juvinat is help­ing to make me a bet­ter per­son! Any­time I feel weird about cold-mes­sag­ing some­one, I re­mem­ber that I just need to dig deep, read some in­spi­ra­tional quotes, throw back a glass of wine, and hit Send. If I’m not hit­ting the re­cruit­ing num­bers I want (we are sup­posed to re­cruit at least two new peo­ple per month), my up­line sends me an­other per­sonal de­vel­op­ment book so I can do some mind­set work. I need to read more about how I’m in con­trol of my des­tiny, how I need to make this busi­ness my pri­or­ity, and I need to block out the naysay­ers. Af­ter all, Becky wants me to hit the num­bers, too, be­cause it only ben­e­fits her, and if my down­line hits their num­bers, it ben­e­fits me. I am learn­ing that suc­cess comes from within, and if some­thing isn’t work­ing for me, I just need to fig­ure out my “why.”

We head to the air­port—Kale, me, and all five of our kids packed into the mini­van. Even as we drive, I am at­tached to my phone, check­ing the no­ti­fi­ca­tions, the re­shares, the fol­low­ers, and watch­ing as the an­nounce­ment con­tin­ues to drive up my num­bers. Though my kids are all vy­ing for my at­ten­tion, I feel jus­ti­fied in the dis­trac­tion, ig­nor­ing how it has be­come my de facto re­sponse to ev­ery­thing. I am con­nected to Re­juvinat 24/7, ar­gu­ing that it is for my “job,” but the truth is, it’s about some­thing much big­ger. Yes, it’s free­dom, it’s com­mu­nity, but it’s also an es­cape, a re­bel­lion, and a sup­ply of at­ten­tion I’ve been crav­ing and wholly lack­ing for years.

Once again, my mo­men­tary wor­ries about my lack of “time free­dom” are al­layed as I scroll through my emails. I am on the front page of an­other team news­let­ter. Be­fore Re­juvinat, I hadn’t been on the front page of any­thing since, well, ever. I am ex­pe­ri­enc­ing the first highs of MLM suc­cess, and it’s re­fresh­ing to be ac­knowl­edged for some­thing that doesn’t in­volve Cray­ola art­work my kids made for Mother’s Day.

We pull up to the air­port. All the kids are in the car say­ing good­bye, and I get out on the curb to make rounds with hugs and kisses. I end with Kale, who tells me, “Have a great week­end, hon. You de­serve it. Don’t do any­thing I wouldn’t do!”

I bris­tle at the com­ment, since we both know full well that I’ve done plenty of things he wouldn’t (I could fill a book with the things I’ve done—in fact, I have; it’s a mem­oir called High­light Real). This is why I need to get the hell away from this house, my fam­ily, our is­sues. Never have I needed an es­cape from the peo­ple I love most in the world the same way I do now. Two of the five kids start whin­ing and cry­ing, which sets off the whole brood; sud­denly, they’re all plead­ing with me not to go. I re­sist the urge to hop back in the car and res­cue them.

“Bye, guys, love you!” I call as I hurry into the air­port, prac­ti­cally gasp­ing for air. I need this. Ev­ery woman at that re­treat needs it. And this is the one thing Re­juvinat gets right. We have been suf­fo­cated by our roles as moth­ers and wives—sac­ri­fic­ing pre­vi­ous ca­reers, dreams, and free­dom on the al­tar of moth­er­hood. But with­out a good ex­cuse to get away, most of us would have never dreamed of leav­ing our fam­i­lies for the week­end. Mod­ern moth­er­hood can be so dis­em­pow­er­ing, all while the weight of the world feels like it’s rest­ing on our shoul­ders. Beth Berry, au­thor of Moth­er­whelmed, de­scribes a “mas­ter list” of why mod­ern-day moth­er­hood feels so frus­trat­ing, which in­cludes more than thirty dif­fer­ent points, such as: hav­ing no vil­lage, ris­ing work­load, be­ing ex­hausted and spread thin, feel­ing like we need to buy tons of stuff, and feel­ing the pres­sure to bounce back to a pre-baby body af­ter preg­nancy, among oth­ers. “Moth­er­hood is meant to over­whelm us,” she con­cludes.

Re­juvinat is the best ex­cuse most of us have been of­fered since our first la­bor pains, be­cause it seem­ingly of­fers so­lu­tions to all these pain points. And we all feel in­tensely grate­ful for it, even if it’s fake. MLMs don’t of­fer a vil­lage to help with any of this; they of­fer an es­cape and an­other bur­den on an al­ready full plate.

As I walk to the de­par­tures area, I see some of the other Seat­tle re­gion Re­juvinat acolytes/in­doc­tri­nates, mouthing to them, “See you at the B-A-R.” Af­ter check­ing in for my flight, I belly up to the air­port bar with a few of the other gals. They shower me with af­fec­tion and at­ten­tion for my re­cent pro­mo­tion.

“I can’t wait to be where you are! How’d you do it?” Shelly gushes.

I pause for a sec­ond, sur­prised that Shelly hasn’t reached the 3 per­cent cir­cle yet. She’s been do­ing Re­juvinat for five years and she’s still a Sta­tion Zero? I don’t have to ques­tion this too much; Re­juvinat has con­ve­niently trained us to un­der­stand why some don’t suc­ceed.

She must not be work­ing hard enough, I think to my­self. Af­ter all, I’m in the top 3 per­cent af­ter only one year. Again, had I been pay­ing any kind of at­ten­tion to the red flags, I would have seen I was a rare three-per­center in a world of Sta­tion Ze­ros. I might have even won­dered how con­sul­tants like Shelly were pay­ing for this trip with­out the hard-earned stipend or the com­mis­sion money to cover the ad­di­tional costs. I might have won­dered what their in­vest­ment looked like in com­par­i­son to my in­vest­ment (or com­pared to their in­come).

In­stead, I or­der an­other drink and gloat to my au­di­ence, who are all hang­ing on my words, des­per­ate to glean how I have achieved such hal­lowed sta­tus in such a short time.

“I mean, I do what I can,” I ex­plain. “I at­tend all my new re­cruit busi­ness launches. I help them en­roll their cus­tomers… just lead­ing by ex­am­ple, you know?”

The other women nod as I take an­other large swig of my drink. I am work­ing hard for the money. Al­ways. And un­know­ingly dis­tort­ing in­for­ma­tion to make it more ac­cept­able.

I close out my tab and pick up the tabs of the other ladies on my team who “earned” this trip, in­clud­ing my bestie, Vanessa. I feel ob­li­gated to help pay their way, since I know that if I could only “kinda” af­ford this trip, they def­i­nitely can’t. I throw in a few in­cen­tives for them. Becky of­fered in­cen­tives for me, so how can I not do the same? I fail to see how this isn’t bribery, but again, I want them to ex­pe­ri­ence the “taste of the top” with me so they can strive to get there them­selves some­day. It’s the least I can do as a leader: sell­ing the dream, one bar tab at a time.

They an­nounce the board­ing of Flight 155, and we all cheer in re­sponse, al­ready three drinks deep, and the flight hasn’t even taken off. But even more pow­er­ful than the al­co­hol is the free­dom, and the ado­ra­tion. That was the piece I didn’t know about when I signed up. What did it even mean to be the pop­u­lar girl? Sure, I’ve al­ways been well liked, but I have never been in the po­si­tion be­fore of hav­ing women hang on my ev­ery word, love bomb me on so­cial me­dia, and con­sis­tently tell me how amaz­ing I am. This is big­ger pay­ment than any Michael Kors bag or com­mis­sion check.

This sense of be­ing part of the in-group might seem in­nocu­ous enough, but it’s the ba­sis of so­cial supremacy, whereby one group is ex­alted and hon­ored over all oth­ers. White supremacy is about the in­doc­tri­na­tion into an ideal of white­ness that the ma­jor­ity of peo­ple in the world don’t fit into. It works be­cause it hinges on the un­con­scious ac­cep­tance of this ideal, even by those who do not ful­fill it. Poli­cies in our coun­try (seg­re­ga­tion, mass in­car­cer­a­tion, en­vi­ron­men­tal racism) have con­sis­tently in­hib­ited Black and Brown Amer­i­cans from achiev­ing the Amer­i­can dream, even the façade of the Amer­i­can dream as sold by com­pa­nies like Re­juvinat.

We might laugh about mean girls and la­dy­bosses, but their col­lec­tive his­tory is far more sin­is­ter: Mean girls wouldn’t ex­ist with­out white supremacy, and most MLMs are founded by white men. Look at the cor­po­rate lead­er­ship of any MLM in the United States. An alarm­ing num­ber of (white, con­ser­va­tive) politi­cians have their hands and fi­nances tied up with MLMs, and this has been true since the be­gin­ning. Take one of the very first and long­est-stand­ing MLMs, Amway, founded by two white dudes, Jay Van An­del and Richard De­Vos (yes, as in Betsy De­Vos’s fa­ther-in-law, which will be im­por­tant later). They were de­vout Chris­tians who met dur­ing World War II, even­tu­ally be­came dis­trib­u­tors for a door-to-door sales com­pany called Nu­trilite, which be­came quite suc­cess­ful. They saw the po­ten­tial in di­rect sales, so they took their five thou­sand–plus dis­trib­u­tors and formed their own com­pany, the Amer­i­can Way As­so­ci­a­tion, or Amway, in April 1959. They ac­quired Nu­trilite, and in ad­di­tion to vi­ta­mins and min­eral prod­ucts, they started sell­ing per­sonal-care and house­hold prod­ucts, as well as makeup, and de­vel­oped their own mul­ti­level mar­ket­ing plan, with the po­ten­tial to earn bonuses, free mer­chan­dise, and trips on top of com­mis­sions.

Amway en­cour­aged mas­cu­line sales­man­ship, with spouses join­ing their hus­bands in their busi­ness ven­ture, to main­tain the “head of house­hold” ap­pear­ance. While Tup­per­ware, Avon, and many other com­pa­nies sold their op­por­tu­ni­ties as fem­i­nine-em­pow­er­ment projects, they still as­sumed, al­beit in­di­rectly, a sta­ble, mas­cu­line in­come in the house­hold; af­ter all, the rise in women work­ing out­side the home didn’t hap­pen un­til the 1960s and 1970s. Like Amway, most di­rect-sales or­ga­ni­za­tions founded dur­ing this time were done so by some­one with ex­pe­ri­ence in an­other com­pany, where they gained an un­der­stand­ing that the ac­tual sales force was more im­por­tant than the prod­ucts they were of­fer­ing. The lead­ers at Amway re­fined the process and found a recipe that stuck. Amway es­sen­tially cre­ated the cul­ture of rit­u­als and cel­e­bra­tions that all mod­ern MLMs con­tinue to repli­cate, keep­ing peo­ple en­gaged in the com­mu­nity rather than in­vested in sales. And thanks to nu­mer­ous in­ves­ti­ga­tions of Amway by the FTC (Amway v. FTC), to which Amway has es­tab­lished cer­tain poli­cies in re­sponse, all MLMs tend to fol­low in Amway’s foot­steps to stay le­gal enough to re­main in op­er­a­tion.

Gary Lan­gan Good­e­now, a for­mer se­nior trial at­tor­ney in the Se­cu­ri­ties and Ex­change Com­mis­sion (SEC) en­force­ment di­vi­sion, states, “Ev­ery time I pros­e­cuted a pyra­mid or Ponzi for the SEC, the first words out of the founder’s mouth were: ‘I set this up just like Amway.’ The fact that Amway has been al­lowed to op­er­ate the way they have for so long has cre­ated a breed­ing ground for MLMs to pros­per.”

Amway has been the blue­print for the en­tire MLM in­dus­try.

Not sur­pris­ingly, the board mem­ber­ship of most MLMs is com­prised of pri­mar­ily white men, while the ma­jor­ity of the sales force in mod­ern di­rect-sales com­pa­nies is made up of women. While more than 75 per­cent of sell­ers are women, only 5 per­cent of CEOs in MLMs are women. Though women like me join with the prom­ise of sis­ter­hood and fe­male em­pow­er­ment, the girl­boss myth is in­ten­tion­ally staged by the pa­tri­archy. And just as the pa­tri­archy as­sumes that mas­culin­ity is the norm, white fem­i­nism as­sumes that the lived ex­pe­ri­ences of white, cis, het­ero­sex­ual women are the de­fault. Em­pow­er­ing women may or may not en­tail en­cour­ag­ing them to also buy prod­ucts to make them thin­ner, richer, or less wrin­kled, but it cer­tainly shouldn’t re­quire step­ping on other women, or ig­nor­ing Black and Brown or LGBTQ+ women in or­der to achieve that goal.

There is zero re­gard for in­ter­sec­tional fem­i­nism within these faux em­pow­er­ment mes­sages. Race, sex­ual ori­en­ta­tion, eco­nom­ics, and many other fac­tors in­flu­ence our lives, yet they are ab­sent in the MLM space. This is no mis­take; men didn’t start MLMs to truly em­power women of all back­grounds—they only branded them as fem­i­nist move­ments to get rich. Be­cause white women aren’t ac­tu­ally be­ing em­pow­ered with this la­dy­boss rhetoric, which con­vinces them that they are the hunter, when ac­tu­ally, they are the prey.

In the MLM world, fem­i­nism is re­de­fined as women “hav­ing it all,” so it’s no sur­prise MLMs specif­i­cally tar­get moth­ers, tak­ing ad­van­tage of their al­ready un­der­paid and un­der­val­ued work. This is only ex­ac­er­bated among women of color, be­cause they aren’t even be­ing con­sid­ered in the MLM de­mo­graphic. Ijeoma Oluo, au­thor of So You Want to Talk About Race, de­scribes white supremacy as the na­tion’s orig­i­nal pyra­mid scheme: “The sys­tem of cap­i­tal­ism is a bru­tal sys­tem that ex­ploits al­most ev­ery­one…. The prom­ise was that you were go­ing to get some­thing out of it, that you were go­ing to be bet­ter off than Black peo­ple, that if you worked hard enough you were go­ing to rise to the top in a way that peo­ple of color never would, be­cause it was your birthright, not theirs.”

What kind of choice is that?

And even though most di­rect-sales com­pa­nies have had in­ter­na­tional ex­pan­sion, the char­ac­ter­is­tics needed to par­tic­i­pate in MLMs are very sim­i­lar. Ac­cord­ing to re­search, the typ­i­cal MLM mem­ber is a mar­ried, forty-three-year-old white woman who has com­pleted some col­lege cour­ses, has no tem­po­rary or per­ma­nent dis­abil­i­ties, and speaks Eng­lish at home. Not ex­actly a wide um­brella of di­ver­sity, even in­ter­na­tion­ally.

But dress a cap­i­tal­ist, pa­tri­ar­chal, anti-woman busi­ness model in a Vogue mag­a­zine–style pho­to­shoot with blown-out hair and a boss­babe hash­tag, and you have the mak­ings of the per­fect wolf in sheep’s cloth­ing. It’s the ul­ti­mate hypocrisy in MLM cul­ture that it seeks to el­e­vate a few rich, In­sta­gram-wor­thy white women, as well as the largely in­vis­i­ble men at the pin­na­cle of their cor­po­rate struc­tures, at the ex­pense of all oth­ers.

While I’m not yet aware of any of this as I’m ready­ing my­self for the re­treat, I’m start­ing to feel a lit­tle… well, prickly. I buckle my seat belt and press the flight-at­ten­dant call but­ton for a drink be­fore the wheels have picked up off the run­way. I’m al­ready grab­bing my plan­ner and tak­ing out the agenda for the week­end. I im­me­di­ately no­tice that the “re­treat” is the very op­po­site of “re­treat­ing.” Not only is there no time for re­lax­ing, but there is a full lineup of train­ings, out­ings, a Zoom call with a top earner (which they’ll tell us we earned, most likely), and sev­eral other per­sonal de­vel­op­ment ac­tiv­i­ties, like goal set­ting and time man­age­ment. The Zoom call with a mil­lion-dol­lar earner is a bit of a slap in the face, to be hon­est. When you join an MLM, you’re told that your team is there to help you any­time. But then, you have to “qual­ify” to talk to them. It doesn’t make sense to me, but again, I chalk it up to per­sonal de­vel­op­ment. Though I worry that I’ve traded my al­ready sleep­less sched­ule for a sleep­less week­end, I fig­ure it makes sense. We need to make the most of our time to­gether.

Still, it feels a lit­tle strange that we would be that busy. Later, I will rec­og­nize that the faster you spin peo­ple, the less ca­pa­ble they be­come of ask­ing: “Why all the spin?” I and so many oth­ers are caught in a sys­tem of stay busy and hus­tle and fake it till you make it, not re­al­iz­ing that the more time and ef­fort we put into the sys­tem, the less likely we are to ques­tion why the sys­tem is only work­ing for a few—and those few all seem to wear the same uni­form of suc­cess, in that they look, dress, and “in­vest” in the busi­ness the same way. The fancy de­signer cloth­ing, the run­way-ready stilet­tos, and the per­fect hair ex­ten­sions. Even their loungewear is top of the line, which is why I made sure to load up on Lu­l­ule­mon be­fore this “re­lax­ing” re­treat.

Af­ter a short flight and a shorter shut­tle to the cabin (with cham­pagne flow­ing and so­cial me­dia posts the whole way), we are greeted by Becky and sev­eral other up­line lead­ers, in­clud­ing the queen bee, Kim­berly, and team mem­bers from all over the coun­try.

Becky im­me­di­ately throws her arms around me. This is only the sec­ond time we’ve met in per­son since re­unit­ing, the first be­ing the day I signed on the dot­ted line.

“Emily! You made it!” she cries, hand­ing me my swag bag. At­ten­tion, hugs, and con­ver­sa­tion fill the room. Praise is is­sued for putting busi­ness first, gifts are given, and there’s em­pow­er­ment all around. A few years later, I will watch a Trump rally and re­al­ize why there are so many die-hard fans. Be­cause when you are rou­tinely for­got­ten and ig­nored, all it takes is one per­son with power to le­git­imize your ex­is­tence. This is the heart of the MLM struc­ture. The up­line le­git­imizes the down­line through at­ten­tion, keep­ing peo­ple hooked even when the com­mis­sions aren’t com­ing in, even when they have spent five years of their life, money, and time to still be a Sta­tion Zero. It’s easy to ig­nore this when the bill of goods you’re be­ing sold is a sis­ter­hood you’ve never re­ally had be­fore. Leav­ing and be­ing lonely is worse than los­ing money.

In her book Ter­ror, Love and Brain­wash­ing: At­tach­ment in Cults and To­tal­i­tar­ian Sys­tems, Alexan­dra Stein ex­plains that this is not un­usual; in fact, it’s ex­pected. Be­cause there is a sys­tem of con­trol in any group, com­pa­nies like Re­juvinat and the women in them form “trauma bonds,” which deem ev­ery­thing out­side of the group threat­en­ing. No mat­ter what the con­se­quences, stay­ing in the “known” feels safer than leav­ing to face the “un­known.” This doesn’t just hap­pen in iso­lated com­munes or abu­sive re­la­tion­ships; it hap­pens in sit­u­a­tions like this week­end re­treat, and it’s easy to ig­nore the warn­ing signs of ma­nip­u­la­tion, love bomb­ing be­ing just one of them.

Af­ter years of be­ing rel­e­gated to play­grounds and preschools, I am floored to be spoiled like this. What great friends I have! I think as we gather in the great room and jump in with a few ice break­ers, putting many Face­book avatars to ac­tual peo­ple, since so much of our MLM ac­tiv­ity takes place on­line. This has only am­pli­fied the reach of MLMs, of course, be­cause you can hop on a Zoom “power hour” or “train­ing ses­sion” from any­where, any­time. No ex­cuses.

“Con­grats on hit­ting Sta­tion Five, Em!” Kristy tells me. “I can’t be­lieve how quickly you’ve grown!”

What I can’t be­lieve is that the woman say­ing this is the same Kristy I know from Face­book, be­cause she looks noth­ing like her pro­file photo.

“Thanks, Kristy! It’s been an awe­some ride!” I say as I fi­nally fig­ure out who she is. As I look around, I re­al­ize how heav­ily fil­tered most peo­ple’s pho­tos must be on so­cial me­dia, be­cause they look noth­ing like them­selves, and frankly, their ap­pear­ances look noth­ing like the “be­fore” and “af­ter” pho­tos they use to help sell the prod­ucts. Rather than ques­tion the prod­ucts or the de­cep­tion, I make a men­tal note that I should prob­a­bly be do­ing more fil­ter­ing and Pho­to­shop­ping.

“Glasses up, boss­babes!” Al­li­son opens our re­wards din­ner with the first of many toasts. Al­li­son is one of the women in my up­line, and though I have never met her be­fore to­day, she’s tagged me in so­cial me­dia many times. She’s the woman who re­cruited Becky into Re­juvinat, and I know she makes a ton of money off me. She starts with some awards, and I’m de­lighted that most of them go to me or the peo­ple on my team. In fact, I’ve had al­most enough cham­pagne with each toast to ig­nore how painful my “fancy” shoes have be­come. Our awards are gift cards (oooh, Nord­strom!) and more branded swag. You have to be a walk­ing bill­board, af­ter all. How can we pro­mote our life-chang­ing op­por­tu­nity if we don’t have it plas­tered all over our clothes and ac­ces­sories?

Al­li­son raises her drink again. “You should be proud of your­selves! We should all strive for this level of achieve­ment!”

I see some smiles and whis­pers, and a few jeal­ous sneers di­rected our way. Ouch, so much for lift­ing each other up. This was listed on the re­treat agenda as a team cel­e­bra­tion event, yet in­stead of cheer­ing each other on, our ac­com­plish­ments are pit­ted against each other, strate­gi­cally, by the com­pany and the mem­bers them­selves. This is no dif­fer­ent from our monthly “top-ten” leader­boards that I’ve been striv­ing to achieve this whole year. Fe­male em­pow­er­ment has turned into a com­pe­ti­tion, and there can only be one top leader. But in a model with a 99.7 per­cent fail­ure rate, that’s a lot of hair pulling and el­bow­ing to the top.

Ri­valry, envy, and be­trayal of­ten per­vade fe­male re­la­tion­ships. Ac­cord­ing to a study by Psych Cen­tral, a men­tal-health and well­ness pub­li­ca­tion, con­fi­dence and com­pe­ti­tion are en­cour­aged in young boys but are of­ten seen as “catty” traits in young girls. Men gen­er­ally grow up feel­ing more com­fort­able with com­pe­ti­tion, and women learn that they are not sup­posed to be com­pet­i­tive; in­stead, we turn en­vi­ous and jeal­ous, qual­i­ties that are rooted in shame, un­like men, who use it to fuel friend­lier com­pe­ti­tion. De­spite the ef­forts of the fem­i­nist move­ment, we are con­di­tioned to whip our claws out and go for blood when it comes to jobs, money, so­cial ap­proval, and men. Healthy com­pe­ti­tion is fine, but fe­male ri­valry can be toxic.

Less than a cen­tury ago, women lacked many of the rights we take for granted to­day. They couldn’t work, they couldn’t vote, they couldn’t even get di­vorced. And fe­male ri­valry only re­in­forced women’s op­pres­sion, so even as our op­tions have grown, so has our ri­valry. There are still fewer spots for women in the cor­po­rate world, which leaves other women feel­ing threat­ened. Ac­cord­ing to re­search by Su­san Shapiro Barash, au­thor and pro­fes­sor of gen­der stud­ies at Mary­mount Man­hat­tan Col­lege, 90 per­cent of women in var­i­ous jobs re­port that com­pe­ti­tion in the work­place is be­tween women, rather than be­tween women and men; in fact, women bully other women up to 80 per­cent of the time in the work­place. And the top dog is si­mul­ta­ne­ously praised and hated, like an evil queen whom oth­ers se­cretly want to take down. None of this both­ers me at this mo­ment in my life. The way I jus­tify it is, if I’m go­ing to be com­pared to any­one, at least I’m the three-per­center be­ing used as an ex­am­ple of what to do. I fin­ish my cham­pagne and or­der an­other, choos­ing to ig­nore the jeal­ousy.

Later, we go to the bar, where for once, I’m not the drunk­est woman in the bunch. There are a few rogue groups of men hang­ing out. It isn’t Girls Gone Wild, but it isn’t ex­actly tame, ei­ther. Though I can cer­tainly re­late to want­ing to es­cape the mun­dane, I’ve done my fair share of let­ting loose the past few years, and I don’t need any more trou­ble.

As we or­der an­other round of drinks, Becky com­plains to Al­li­son, “Doesn’t she re­al­ize she’s wast­ing her time at a desk all day?”

“Who? What are we talk­ing about?” I ask.

Al­li­son ex­plains, “Oh, Tori, you know, in Bianca’s down­line. She hates her job, yet she doesn’t put her all into this. I mean, does she want this or not? Why would she want to work so hard when she could be her own boss?”

Ah yes, job sham­ing. A com­mon con­ver­sa­tion topic. For those who come to Re­juvinat with other jobs, there is a thick line in the sand be­tween us (the peo­ple who make Re­juvinat their main pri­or­ity) and them (those who don’t). It’s not sur­pris­ing, as many of the com­plaints echo the same chasm be­tween work­ing moms and stay-at-home moms. The SAHMs judge the work­ing moms for not car­ing enough, for not giv­ing par­ent­ing their all, while the work­ing moms judge the SAHMs for be­ing spoiled or priv­i­leged, or sim­ply not qual­i­fied for pro­fes­sional life.

The only dif­fer­ence is that this dis­pute gets weaponized here with money and sales, up­lines and down­lines. When the SAHMs have a work­ing woman in their down­line, she is al­ways judged. And, pre­dictably, shamed. She is pres­sured to spend more time on the MLM so she can in­evitably walk away from her day job. Be­cause there is a very spe­cific idea that makes up the “mom­preneur” la­bel, and it’s the im­age of a ca­pa­ble mother avail­able to her chil­dren at all times, yet hus­tling 24/7, which is im­pos­si­ble. De­spite the em­pow­er­ment speak, I would ven­ture to guess that many MLM reps feel dis­cour­aged, but this dis­cour­age­ment be­comes more bear­able when there’s some­one else, typ­i­cally an “out­sider” who doesn’t fit into the ac­cepted busi­ness model and rep im­age, to project the shame onto.

MLM reps are fur­ther iso­lated by their seem­ing in­abil­ity to at­tain the suc­cess that they’ve been con­di­tioned to strive for, but this frus­tra­tion never goes any­where. Be­cause they’re be­ing love bombed and “per­son­ally de­vel­oped,” they still have hope they can rise to the top and be the best. But if you don’t have enough money to fill all your or­ders, or a big enough net­work to sell to, or enough women to re­cruit, you fall short and risk los­ing the net­work you paid good money for, and pos­si­bly, left your job for.

Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.

De­spite the fact that we con­stantly pun­ish each other with the ex­pec­ta­tions of a world that doesn’t seem to ul­ti­mately want us to suc­ceed, I love that women want it all. But how much do we have to spend to make it? More­over, sis­ter­hood and per­sonal de­vel­op­ment shouldn’t be at odds with lib­er­a­tion. We are con­stantly told that we need to trans­form through per­sonal de­vel­op­ment be­cause we are ul­ti­mately “not enough.” In the doc­u­men­tary Lu­LaRich, about the MLM Lu­LaRoe, this phe­nom­e­non is shown in how the founder of the com­pany en­cour­ages (and some would say, co­erces) weight-loss surgery among her reps. It’s ev­i­dent in the beau­ti­ful, thin women who are cho­sen as speak­ers and in mar­ket­ing ma­te­ri­als. Lu­LaRoe and other com­pa­nies for­tify this be­hav­ior by us­ing lux­ury items and shop­ping sprees as in­cen­tives. Lib­er­a­tion is ac­tu­ally re­al­iz­ing that we are enough, just as we are, in­stead of al­ways be­ing spoon-fed the lie that we must change ev­ery­thing about our­selves in or­der to suc­ceed. But we’ve al­ready es­tab­lished that MLMs are not lib­er­at­ing. So here I am, at a re­treat teach­ing me how to change my lan­guage, be­hav­ior, and thoughts so I can be a bet­ter boss­babe.

“It’s so crazy to me,” Al­li­son con­tin­ues. “Why wouldn’t you want to join our team? MLM is a scam? Cor­po­rate Amer­ica is the real scam!”

I don’t see it at the time, but much of what I hear in the world of Re­juvinat marks a move­ment away from main­stream me­dia, sci­ence, or eco­nom­ics. I can’t yet see how the women of Re­juvinat are al­ready be­gin­ning to align with the same con­spir­acy the­o­rists who be­lieve in the Il­lu­mi­nati, and later, the so-called “plan­demic,” but it’s part of the core ar­gu­ment for the com­pany. The real world is bad and mean and won’t ac­tu­ally take care of you. Re­juvinat is the one and only fu­ture.

“Yeah, CEO, man­agers, su­per­vi­sors, em­ploy­ees… and we’re the pyra­mid scheme?” Becky gives an ex­as­per­ated chuckle.

In a le­git com­pany (even, gasp, cor­po­rate Amer­ica), ev­ery man­age­rial layer above you does not earn com­mis­sions from your sales while you work for free. And that’s what we are do­ing, even if I don’t re­al­ize it at this point. MLM “con­sul­tants” are un­paid sales reps with no guar­an­teed in­come or em­ployee ben­e­fits. And de­spite what boss­babes and She-EOs will par­rot on so­cial me­dia, MLM reps are not busi­ness own­ers. Boss­babes love to bash cor­po­rate Amer­ica, even though ev­ery sin­gle MLM is a cor­po­ra­tion. Let me say that again: Ev­ery MLM is a cor­po­ra­tion.

Think­ing of Becky’s words, I re­mem­ber a say­ing from a cute graphic that is float­ing around so­cial me­dia but it couldn’t be more in­ac­cu­rate. It’s this graphic that MLMers love to share: “CEO, man­ager, su­per­vi­sor, em­ployee. Sorry, looks like a pyra­mid scheme to me!”

You are not the CEO of a com­pany if that com­pany al­ready has a CEO. As an MLM la­dy­boss, I couldn’t choose my own prod­ucts, shop sup­pli­ers, set my own prices, or have any say in mar­ket­ing. My com­mis­sion level was de­cided for me. I was told what and how of­ten I could post on so­cial me­dia, with a laun­dry list of things I could and couldn’t say. Though I touted this “op­por­tu­nity” as a “vir­tual fran­chise” on the reg­u­lar, it was any­thing but, since it guar­an­teed no ex­clu­sive rights to sell in a par­tic­u­lar area; in­stead, I was com­pet­ing with any num­ber of reps, many of whom were on my own team, sell­ing iden­ti­cal prod­ucts at iden­ti­cal prices in a sat­u­rated mar­ket.

It’s the rea­son Josie Naikoi, for­mer MLM rep and host of Not the Good Girl on YouTube, calls an MLM “a house of cards built on sand.” It takes very lit­tle to bring it down.

“Tori is just dead weight at this point,” Becky de­clares. “Her why just isn’t strong enough.”

I have an­other drink, some­one hands me a shot, and the last thing I re­mem­ber think­ing is My why is strong.

But what is my why, and what is it for?



“WAKE UP, LADIES!” Becky bangs on our door like an an­noy­ing camp coun­selor. “Ses­sion starts in ten min­utes!”

Shit, I slept in. I try to get up, but my head quickly falls back on the pil­low. “I re­ally need some sleep,” I groan to my­self. “At this rate, I’m go­ing to need a va­ca­tion af­ter this re­treat.”

But who am I kid­ding? As soon as I get home, I know I’ll be back to five kids. At least at home, I would have man­aged to stay in bed a bit longer, but I know what’s at stake this week­end, so I drag my­self up and get dressed, putting on enough makeup to mimic an In­sta­gram fil­ter.

By the time I make it to the kitchen, Becky is busy whip­ping up pan­cakes for ev­ery­one. I shuf­fle right past her to pop open an­other bot­tle of bub­bly. Mi­mosas, that’s what’s for break­fast! I see a strange truck pull up.

“Who’s that?” Becky asks, as we all move over to the win­dow, only to see Al­li­son stum­ble out. Al­li­son of the happy mar­riage with two kids. Al­li­son with her con­tempt for cor­po­rate life and all the work­ing moms who “don’t care enough.”

“Wait, she didn’t come back with us last night?” Vanessa asks.

Becky presses her face to the glass. “And who is that guy drop­ping her off?”

We all gasp. It’s ra­dio si­lence when she walks in the door. She glances at us sheep­ishly and heads right up­stairs. We all look around at each other, then burst into laugh­ter.

“I guess she won’t be join­ing us this morn­ing,” Vanessa smirks.

From a livestream on the tele­vi­sion in the great room, our top leader, Kim­berly, is grac­ing us with her pres­ence. She is also here in Col­orado but is stay­ing at a lo­cal re­sort and ap­par­ently isn’t go­ing to make the thirty-minute drive to our cabin to hang with the down­line. In a way, this move is ab­so­lutely bril­liant. We hang on ev­ery word as though this Zoom chat is a live au­di­ence with the queen, and Kim­berly is def­i­nitely the queen.

I snug­gle up un­der a blan­ket with my mi­mosa, pre­pared for a long day.

The queen speaks, giv­ing the ti­tle of her ses­sion: “Feel, felt, found. Ladies, those are words to re­mem­ber.”

This lec­ture is all about how to ad­dress the “but what about?” ob­jec­tions when sell­ing the busi­ness op­por­tu­nity to some­one. Of course, we all have the files on our Face­book team pages in the form of co­pi­ous laun­dry lists of things to say when some­one ob­jects.

“Feel, felt, found” was a fa­mil­iar lan­guage I used with my kids.

“I know how you feel—math was hard for me at first, also. I felt frus­trated, too. But I found that the more I did it, the eas­ier it got!”

Sim­ple, to the point. Ex­cept this time, it was be­ing used to dis­pel le­git­i­mate con­cerns peo­ple had about our “busi­ness in a box.”

“Don’t feel you’ll have enough time for this busi­ness? I felt that way, too! But I’ve found that this fits per­fectly into our nooks and cran­nies.”

“Don’t feel like you know enough peo­ple? I felt that way, too! But I found that I can can­ni­bal­ize any net­work and re­cruit the shit out of any­one, any­where!”

Kim­berly asks, “Does any­one have any ques­tions on how to help ad­dress ob­jec­tions with this lan­guage? Would some­one like to do a mock three-way about it?”

Af­ter some di­a­logue with the other ladies, I raise my hand. “What do you do when some­one asks how much you make?”

“Don’t talk about that,” she re­sponds flatly. “It’s in poor taste.” Con­ve­nient way to shut down ques­tion­ing, and for the “sis­ter­hood” to stay di­vided by ig­no­rance.

The only prob­lem is that all I’m see­ing on so­cial me­dia is the prom­ise of “fi­nan­cial free­dom,” of “re­tir­ing my hus­band,” and “my busi­ness blessed me with this and that.” I am cer­tain that most peo­ple I try to sell on the MLM idea will want these “stats” to be cor­rob­o­rated with de­tails.

As I look at Kim­berly, I am re­minded of the pic­tures of her shiplap-heavy kitchen and her Chanel logo–laden at­tire that she at­tributes to her “Glory to God” busi­ness ven­ture. Be­cause Kim­berly wears her Chris­tian­ity like an­other icon next to the con­nected C’s of her Chanel tote, and if you haven’t fig­ured it out yet, she is #blessed as she laughs, loves, lives her way to church… and to the bank.

“So,” I pipe up, “we can post about how our busi­ness has blessed us, but we can’t ad­ver­tise the ac­tual dol­lar amount?”

Maybe it’s the mi­mosa talk­ing, or maybe I just can’t stand Kim­berly as she sits in her ho­tel room, livestream­ing to us from down the road. For the first time, I see a crack in the shiny ve­neer. Kim­berly is over there with her white Mer­cedes, and Tori is work­ing all day and hus­tling Re­juvinat at night, won­der­ing why the Kim­berlys of the world seem to have it so easy. And in a way, though my life looks a lot like Kim­berly’s, I am won­der­ing the same.

Kim­berly glares at me through the livestream. “Be­cause it’s against pol­icy and pro­ce­dures.”

It is the first time I re­al­ize you’re never ac­tu­ally al­lowed to talk about how much you make, even with each other. It’s not dis­sim­i­lar to the cor­po­rate Amer­i­can struc­ture so many of the women here ma­lign. Be­cause if you knew how much the up­line was mak­ing com­pared to the down­line, some­one might break out the guil­lotines. The point is to keep you ei­ther un­aware on the bot­tom by de­lib­er­ately with­hold­ing in­for­ma­tion or so well paid at the top, you’re will­ing to over­look the in­equity. MLMs are ac­tu­ally a fun­house mir­ror of Amer­i­can cap­i­tal­ism, ex­ploit­ing these dis­pro­por­tions through pop­u­lar­ity con­tests, bul­ly­ing, and si­lence. What are you giv­ing up in or­der to be on top? Kim­berly is giv­ing up ac­tual con­nec­tion, sit­ting alone in her ho­tel room. We are all giv­ing up lit­tle bits of our­selves for the un­sub­stan­ti­ated prom­ise of a piece of the pie.

At this point, I am mak­ing $3,000 to $4,000 per month, which is noth­ing com­pared to what Kim­berly makes, in the hun­dreds of thou­sands per month. Still, it’s thou­sands more than any­one in my down­line makes. Not bad for a SAHM af­ter a year of sling­ing eye cream. And while I un­der­stood that we can’t make claims of what other peo­ple could po­ten­tially earn, I don’t un­der­stand why I can’t share what I am per­son­ally earn­ing with the peo­ple I am re­cruit­ing, let alone the peo­ple around me. Plus, I see boss­babes all over the in­ter­net post­ing pho­tos of their pay­checks with the num­bers blurred out, brag­ging about them con­sis­tently but not ac­tu­ally show­ing the num­ber, which seems to de­feat the point. Why the se­crecy?

But I don’t let up, swig­ging the cham­pagne be­fore I chal­lenge Kim­berly again: “Fine, but what can I ac­tu­ally say about how much I make? Peo­ple won­der. Be­cause we say shit like ‘This is the best job I’ve ever had,’ but at the same time, when you take a job, you usu­ally find out the salary.”

Si­lence.

“Oh, shit,” Vanessa whis­pers be­hind me. “You’ve pissed off the queen!”

Fi­nally, Kim­berly breaks the si­lence with a psy­chotic smile and glassy eyes. “What you can do,” she says in an un­nat­u­rally high pitch, “is talk about what the money is al­low­ing you to do, as long as you ref­er­ence the IDS. But do not link to it. Just men­tion it.”

Ahhh, the IDS: the in­come dis­clo­sure state­ment. As an in­de­pen­dent con­sul­tant, you are sup­posed to link to the cor­po­rate IDS in any and ev­ery post or graphic that refers to po­ten­tial earn­ings or gifts. This is to safe­guard the com­pany against in­come claims.

In­come dis­clo­sure state­ments are made to be com­pli­cated for a rea­son—so we won’t dig into them too much. The par­tic­u­lar IDS I was meant to link to showed that only 2 per­cent of paid con­sul­tants earned more than $20,000 that year, which is a lot less than you could earn with a reg­u­lar job. With a field of 400,000 con­sul­tants, 99.5 per­cent are earn­ing less than min­i­mum wage.

Oh, but there’s more.

The prob­lem with the in­come dis­clo­sures from MLMs is that they are not ac­cu­rate or sub­stan­ti­ated, and there is no for­mal stan­dard for what they must dis­close re­gard­ing mak­ing in­come claims. No IDS that is cur­rently pub­licly avail­able from any MLM in­cludes rea­son­able ex­penses. So much money is spent on the ini­tial prod­uct kit and re­quired re­cur­ring pur­chases, but there are also all the hid­den costs of par­tic­i­pat­ing in an MLM, es­pe­cially among their tar­get mar­ket: moms. These in­clude ob­tain­ing child­care for meet­ings, trans­porta­tion costs to get to those meet­ings, sales aids and of­fice sup­plies, postage, host­ing par­ties, travel ex­penses for con­fer­ences and con­ven­tions, out­fits for elab­o­rate par­ties, ad­di­tional costs to at­tend, and pos­si­bly time off from your “real” job. Ba­si­cally, all the things you’re told you need in this busi­ness to be suc­cess­ful. These should be listed as rea­son­able ex­penses to con­sider in the in­come dis­clo­sure, but they aren’t.

An­other fac­tor that isn’t in­cluded in an IDS is churn, which is huge in MLM. It’s com­mon for more than half of MLM in­doc­tri­nates to quit within a year. For those who don’t stay a year, their in­come is not in­cluded in these fig­ures. Imag­ine how much worse it would be!

And the big­gest cherry on top: This is all be­fore taxes. Cut these fig­ures in half, and it looks bad. Re­ally bad.

Break­ing down the in­come dis­clo­sures of sixty-one MLMs’ com­pen­sa­tion plans from 2019 (there were 106 com­pa­nies on my list that I could not find an IDS for, which says some­thing), the range of MLM mem­bers who lose money is be­tween 73 and 99.9 per­cent, with an in­dus­try-wide av­er­age of 92.3 per­cent. The num­ber of reps who make more than $30,000 per year (again, be­fore taxes and ex­penses) is an abysmal 0.5 per­cent.

As a rep, you’re led to be­lieve and told to share that the IDS doesn’t re­ally mat­ter, be­cause so many peo­ple join for the dis­count. That means, if five out of ten reps join for the dis­count alone and don’t in­tend to sell, the “sales” num­bers are go­ing to be low on av­er­age. That fac­tor is used to dis­pel con­cerns when po­ten­tial re­cruits ques­tion the abysmal num­bers in the IDS. “Don’t worry, Su­san, it’s not ac­cu­rate be­cause so many women join for the dis­count!” Com­pa­nies do not break down this seg­ment of reps in the in­come dis­clo­sure. But the com­pany could eas­ily sup­ply these num­bers, since they know how many reps they have at any given time, and how many reps are ac­tu­ally sell­ing at any given time. Why don’t they? One can only as­sume that sup­ply­ing these num­bers doesn’t help the IDS, or else they could make the num­bers look much bet­ter by ex­clud­ing the “join for the dis­count” reps.

How­ever, when you see how many peo­ple don’t even earn money, it’s no won­der no­body is sup­posed to talk about their ac­tual per­sonal earn­ings. Be­ing an MLM rep isn’t a job. It’s a huge fi­nan­cial risk for al­most ev­ery­one who joins. And de­spite what Kim­berly says, you’re ac­tu­ally not sup­posed to say what the in­come is al­low­ing you to do, be­cause that in and of it­self is an in­come claim. So are the blurred-out pho­tos of pay­checks, and pho­tos of lux­ury trips and de­signer purses. No bueno, ac­cord­ing to the FTC. It’s a con­stant con­tra­dic­tion.

But on that win­try, mi­mosa-filled day in Col­orado, none of this ap­plies to me be­cause I’m in the top 3 per­cent. Vanessa and I are still new to this, so in many ways, our line of ques­tion­ing comes as much from naivete as it does from snark. We have ques­tions and con­cerns, and we hon­estly be­lieve that Kim­berly, who func­tions as our supreme leader, might have the an­swers. We don’t yet re­al­ize that trans­parency is ma­ligned and that logic is strongly dis­cour­aged.

Much to Kim­berly’s dis­may, Vanessa jumps in af­ter me, ask­ing the best ques­tion of all: “What about when some­one asks if this is a pyra­mid scheme?”

All the blood in the room runs cold. I hold back laugh­ter, whis­per­ing to her, “Oh my God, she hates you worse than me now! How is that even pos­si­ble?”

With the burn­ing fire of ten thou­sand dy­ing suns in her eyes, Kim­berly spits, “Pyra­mid schemes are il­le­gal. What other ques­tions do you have?”

“I get that,” Vanessa presses. “But what makes it not a pyra­mid? That is my ques­tion.”

Kim­berly sighs, tired of our an­tics. “We ex­change goods for money. That’s just sell­ing. Pyra­mid schemes are il­le­gal.”

But even the most loyal among us know she’s wrong. Just be­cause pyra­mid schemes are il­le­gal doesn’t mean that MLMs aren’t pyra­mid schemes. Plenty of things are il­le­gal, and plenty of peo­ple break the law ev­ery sin­gle day. Be­cause of this, the FTC ad­vises peo­ple to be very wary of MLMs. They pub­lished an ar­ti­cle with mul­ti­ple ques­tions to ask your­self be­fore join­ing an MLM, warn­ing of the fi­nan­cial risks. Still, Kim­berly’s “we ex­change goods for money” is a valid point, to some de­gree. As I said, there are many peo­ple who “join for the dis­count on prod­ucts.” Yet the dis­count in it­self is de­ceiv­ing be­cause the prod­ucts are hor­ri­bly in­flated com­pared to re­tail prod­ucts of the same cal­iber. The equiv­a­lent of a skin­care reg­i­men that sells for $40 at Tar­get may be $150 or more in an MLM. The dis­counted price to a rep may be $50, which sounds huge! But it’s still $60 more than the same stuff you can get at your lo­cal big-box store. The dis­counted price is still far more than you’d pay for sim­i­lar prod­ucts sold at re­tail. It’s sim­ply a ruse to get peo­ple to join the pyra­mid un­der­neath the con­sul­tant; it ben­e­fits the con­sul­tant, but not the new re­cruit.

That isn’t to say there aren’t plenty of con­sul­tants who don’t fo­cus on re­cruit­ing—there are!

Vanessa got an award for the most cus­tomers. She has fun with this, and peo­ple trust her. I have plenty of women on my team who just sell a lit­tle bit and don’t take this too se­ri­ously. How­ever, even con­sul­tants who just “sell prod­ucts” are part of the team who re­cruited them. Even some­one who never re­cruits a hu­man be­ing, who only sells prod­ucts to cus­tomers, is still part of a big­ger sys­tem that makes money off col­lect­ing peo­ple to buy into the MLM. “But I’m not re­cruit­ing peo­ple” is a log­i­cal fal­lacy. If I’m buy­ing drugs from the lo­cal drug dealer and not re­selling them, I’m still sup­port­ing the in­dus­try. And you can­not make it to the up­per ech­e­lons, or even the lower-mid­dle ranks, of any MLM with­out re­cruit­ing hu­mans. Pro­mo­tions de­pend on it. And faux fe­male em­pow­er­ment is the se­cret sauce to these sales. Lan­guage couched in fem­i­nism (but prac­tices that are de­cid­edly anti-fem­i­nist) and this much-needed prom­ise of com­mu­nity are used to ex­ploit women, both emo­tion­ally and fi­nan­cially.

MLMs stand be­hind their prod­ucts, but if you have to pay money to join as a con­sul­tant and the prod­uct comes with it, you are sim­ply buy­ing your place in the pyra­mid. There are no guar­an­tees, no pro­tec­tions. We are all part of Becky’s pyra­mid, which is part of Al­li­son’s pyra­mid, which is part of Kim­berly’s pyra­mid, and many oth­ers in be­tween.

At that point in the ses­sion, Kim­berly es­tab­lishes her place at the top of the pyra­mid by end­ing the call and say­ing good­bye. I know I will hear about it later, and in many ways, I am just as shocked by the au­dac­ity that Vanessa and I dis­played in this con­ver­sa­tion. We asked the ques­tions that no one else was will­ing to, partly out of naivete, partly out of cu­rios­ity. More telling than the an­swers Kim­berly gave was her re­ac­tion to us ask­ing. Ques­tion­ing the sys­tem did not go over well.

Just as Kim­berly signs off, Al­li­son comes down the stairs. Some­one breaks the awk­ward si­lence: “Did you have a late-night three-way or what?”

Peo­ple start to snicker. See? The in­nu­endo never gets old.

“Okay, ladies.” Becky hur­ries to break up the laugh­ter, try­ing to ig­nore what has just hap­pened with the queen. “Next up, our goal-set­ting ses­sion!”

Goal set­ting is big in MLM. You al­ways need to keep your eyes on the prize! Now that I have “ar­rived” at the top 3 per­cent, the next step is to help those I re­cruit to ar­rive at their own ti­tles. We get up to stretch and re­fill our drinks.

Vanessa leans over to me in the kitchen and asks, “Do you ever feel weird about reach­ing out to strangers? What if this doesn’t work for some­one?”

Becky over­hears her and replies, “It’ll work for some and not oth­ers. Who cares? It’s a num­bers game. Next.” Again, we’re be­ing re­minded that the strong ones who want to work will sur­vive. And you can’t find them if you don’t keep reach­ing out and talk­ing to more peo­ple.

I shrug, nod in agree­ment, and pour a vodka soda. My In­sta­gram dings: more new fol­low­ers.

“Who cares if it’s a pyra­mid scheme?” I tell Vanessa, back­track­ing on my ear­lier re­bel­lion. Be­cause though I can see the cracks in the façade, I am also ben­e­fit­ing from it; be­hav­ior, in­for­ma­tion, thought, and emo­tional con­trol all have a hold on my ego, my hopes, but also the be­lief that, de­spite those cracks, this is the first taste of free­dom or power I have ex­pe­ri­enced in years. I shrug in ac­cep­tance. “It works.”

Whether it’s the al­co­hol, day of in­doc­tri­na­tion, or re­jec­tion of crit­i­cal anal­y­sis, I start re­al­iz­ing that there’s a rea­son Kim­berly is at the top. If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.
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That Time of the Month [image: ]


I hosted a “vir­tual party” to get some free prod­ucts. Of course, my friend talked me into join­ing as a con­sul­tant once the party was over with prom­ises of mak­ing great money, flex­i­ble hours, friend­ships, fun, dis­counts, and tons of sup­port. At the end of ev­ery month, my friend (now up­line) would reach out to “check on” me and pres­sure me to have more par­ties and sell more items. I didn’t hear from her any other time. I started re­al­iz­ing that she didn’t care about my sales—it was all about her ti­tle. Af­ter a few months of that, I de­cided to ter­mi­nate my ac­count. The whole ex­change ba­si­cally told me I was just a num­ber be­ing re­cruited.

—AB­BIE, for­mer MLM rep



Why isn’t this damn pro­gram up­dat­ing?” I ask un­der my breath.

“What, Mommy?” a lit­tle Min­nie Mouse looks up and asks me.

“Noth­ing, honey, talk­ing to my­self!” It’s Hal­loween evening and I’m walk­ing around with my kids, trick-or-treat­ing. My phone is in one hand, and I have a cof­fee mug filled with wine in the other. My youngest is al­ready passed out in the baby back­pack, and I’m hop­ing the rest get worn out with their fill of candy so I can get back home and to work. In ad­di­tion to drink­ing far too much, my usual rem­edy for anx­i­ety and es­cape, I am also do­ing my usual month-end push.

It re­ally sucks that Hal­loween is at month’s end. And New Year’s Eve. Christ­mas and Thanks­giv­ing are pretty close, too. Hol­i­days take on a new mean­ing dur­ing month-end mad­ness.

Ev­ery month ends the same way: We rush to fill month-end quo­tas, spam­ming our friends, fam­i­lies, and net­work to sell prod­ucts or re­cruit new reps, and pur­chase mas­sive amounts of prod­uct to meet min­i­mum sales num­bers, keep our ti­tles, and earn in­cen­tives. Ti­tles and pay­checks are based on the sales and struc­ture ob­tained dur­ing any given month, and all ti­tles start over monthly. Yes, ev­ery sin­gle month. Even the tip­pity-top-of-the-pyra­mid lead­ers start at zero on the first. Al­though once you’re at the top, most of your sales are made up of the peo­ple un­der you, so while you still have to make sure those sales hap­pen, as long as your team makes their num­bers and the right num­ber of peo­ple on your team make those num­bers, you re­tain your spot on the top. It’s like play­ing a game of math­e­mat­i­cal Tetris ev­ery month. Many of these sales are made last minute, many times through deep dis­counts, flash sales, bulk pur­chases, and some­times (gasp) fraud­u­lent or­ders.

I am striv­ing to hit an­other ti­tle be­cause next month is the big com­pany con­ven­tion and I am hop­ing to earn the spe­cial perks. Un­for­tu­nately, I am not quite there. It’s not on ac­count of my own per­sonal ef­fort, of course—I mean, I’m the bossi­est boss­babe around. But if my down­line isn’t sell­ing and re­cruit­ing, then I’m not rank­ing up. I could have a mil­lion cus­tomers, and while the money would still be great, as far as ti­tles and bonuses go, it wouldn’t mat­ter; my team mem­bers need to have their own team mem­bers for this to work. This par­tic­u­lar ti­tle, Pre­mier Star, re­quires three of my di­rect re­cruits to achieve a cer­tain ti­tle and vol­ume, Sta­tion Five, the ti­tle I achieved be­fore the Col­orado re­treat. Only one of them is there so far: Vanessa. Bless her heart! For­ever my bestie. It helps that we both have a very sim­i­lar net­work, so since our friends don’t care whom they buy from, I was able to move some of my cus­tomers to her down­line (I’ll talk more about this prac­tice of “stack­ing” later) and it was a win-win!

She’s qual­i­fied, and I’m happy and on my way. Mean­while, I shift my gaze to my two other po­ten­tials: June and Han­nah.

June should be set… I hope. She’s been with me for a while and al­most al­ways hits her goals at month end. I had a long chat with her when she wasn’t show­ing up for Zoom calls and biz ops, ex­plain­ing to her that “lead­ers al­ways show up,” as the cor­po­rate mouth­piece told me. June’s loy­alty to me is strong. She wants to be where I am, and she ap­pre­ci­ates what she needs to do to get there.

Han­nah is my new­est re­cruit, the one who came to my first biz op al­most a year ago. Al­though she still wasn’t sure enough to join that day, or dur­ing our three-way, I kept reach­ing out and didn’t give up on her. She saw some of my posts and pho­tos from the re­treat a few months ago and fi­nally be­came in­trigued enough to ask more ques­tions. See, the so­cial me­dia fear of miss­ing out (FOMO) and “never take no for an an­swer” per­sis­tence are ef­fec­tive! The prom­ise of sis­ter­hood leads to a sale, but a net­work is re­quired in or­der to grow. In a sense, you al­ready need to come prepped with a sis­ter­hood, which is com­pli­cated when it’s the rea­son many women join. Have an old soror­ity net­work, or a large fam­ily struc­ture? You might do okay. Com­ing in alone? Good luck.

Han­nah’s only worry is that she was in a dif­fer­ent MLM be­fore and felt burned by it, but I knew she would be a shoo-in at this. And that com­pany? Bleh. Of course, we’re the real deal—we’re dif­fer­ent. Bet­ter prod­ucts, bet­ter op­por­tu­nity. Plus, Han­nah is gor­geous, is sweet, and has a great net­work, mean­ing she knows a ton of peo­ple who have deep pock­ets. I per­suaded her to host a party for me with an of­fer she couldn’t refuse: Any­one who signed up or pur­chased could ei­ther be my cus­tomers or part of my team, and I’d give her prod­ucts in re­turn—or they could be her in­stant down­line. Ei­ther way, I would walk away with more cus­tomers and con­sul­tants. Win-win! The party went great, she de­cided to join, and she had enough or­ders to get her to the first pro­mo­tion. She’s just new enough that she hasn’t got­ten down on her­self yet and hasn’t been ex­posed to any haters. That means she’s still mo­ti­vated to make this work. She could very well be the next me in Re­juvinat! I feel like Becky must have felt when she landed me. Han­nah is per­fect for my down­line, and I have no doubt she’ll help bring up her re­cruit­ment.
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But first I have to get home in or­der to make sure ev­ery­one is hit­ting their min­i­mum sales num­bers and ti­tles. Con­ven­tion de­pends on it.

“Trick-or-treat!” my kids say in uni­son.

“Oh, don’t you look cute!” a woman gushes as she fills the kids’ plas­tic pump­kins with candy. I have to ad­mit, she’s right. Damn, I have some cute kids. But these cute kids need to fin­ish the hell up be­cause Mama’s got some quo­tas to fill, and my wine mug is empty.

“Ready to head home? Wow, look at all that candy!” I ca­jole. “You’re not go­ing to be able to carry it much longer!” I’m sud­denly re­gret­ting com­ing out and walk­ing in the rain in­stead of hand­ing out candy at the house. Kale lucked out! I could have been do­ing some work be­tween door­bell rings.

“Yeah, Mama, let’s go!” Oh, thank God. We head back to­ward the house. “Have any Kit Kats in there?” I ask.

“Here you go!” Ri­ley hands me a Twix.

“Em! Over here!” some­one calls as I rip open the candy wrap­per. “Boo! Happy Hal­loween!”

I turn around and see some­one in a uni­corn one­sie wav­ing at me. Oh, shit, it’s June! Her lit­tle uni­corn ears must be burn­ing.

“Hey! Cute cos­tume. We’re just head­ing home. Month-end magic hap­pen­ing?”

“Huh?” She cocks her head to one side.

You’ve got to be kid­ding me.

“June! It’s Oc­to­ber 31. Month end? Qual­i­fi­ca­tions for Con­ven­tion?”

Her eyes get big and her mouth drops. “Oh, duh! Yes! No wor­ries, we are good—plenty of time! I have my aunt and mom on the hook; they told me if I needed any­thing, they would place some or­ders. Trust me, we are good.”

She winks, and I feel slightly re­lieved. Phew, bul­let dodged, at least tem­po­rar­ily, though I’m still a bit miffed that she com­pletely for­got month end. “Awe­some! Re­mem­ber, Sta­tion Five gets some cool perks at Con­ven­tion. You don’t want to miss out!”

I rack my brain. What are the perks for that rank? Level Up front-row seats? Ul­ti­mate Sparkle party? Why do the names need to be so stupid? Be­fore I can re­call, she in­ter­jects, clearly fear­ing dis­ap­proval: “Oh yeah, I’m all over the Lead­ers Lounge perk! I want that bad! Don’t worry, I won’t let you down!”

MLMs are con­sis­tently dan­gling car­rots to con­vince you to sell just a lit­tle more or re­cruit more peo­ple. Ev­ery month there’s a spe­cial of­fer, bun­dle, dis­count, or other gim­micky mar­ket­ing tac­tic to sell to your al­ready burned-out net­work of friends and cus­tomers. We’re sup­posed to be a lux­ury prod­uct, but how many sales do you see ac­tual lux­ury prod­ucts hav­ing? Louis Vuit­ton and Maserati cer­tainly don’t of­fer dis­counts. It’s more like a Ground­hog Day go­ing-out-of-busi­ness sale for a fur­ni­ture store, ex­cept the store never seems to close. These con­sis­tent mar­ket­ing tac­tics be­come a way to tar­get your down­line and guilt them into achiev­ing more. When com­pa­nies want to in­crease num­bers, they just toss in a stupid “Lead­ers Lounge” perk, which is ba­si­cally a glo­ri­fied ho­tel room with a few bags of chips and some sparkling wa­ter. But add the word leader, aka power, and these women will run for it! And I am one of those women.

I walk up the steps to my house. Kale is hand­ing out candy and, oh no, bring­ing in boxes. Shit. I know what these are: or­ders from the last in­cen­tive trip I earned. I was so close to mak­ing my own num­bers for that trip. I just needed to place some or­ders un­der my team in or­der to get them to rank up. These boxes were sup­posed to show up dur­ing the week! Damn that two-day ship­ping.

“Daddy!” Our lit­tle mon­sters reach up for Kale with sticky fin­gers.

“Hey, kids!” He quickly turns to me, a stern look on his face. “Why are there so many Re­juvinat boxes?”

Front-load­ing, or in­ven­tory load­ing, is the prac­tice of buy­ing a ton of stock so that cus­tomers can pur­chase di­rectly from you… sup­pos­edly. The rea­son it’s done in many in­stances is to make ranks and ti­tles be­cause you are fi­nan­cially re­warded for do­ing so. Dis­trib­u­tors or­der items to qual­ify for some­thing, not be­cause they need it for sales. It’s a huge ben­e­fit to the com­pany and up­lines. They earn com­mis­sion and sales, so while the poli­cies and pro­ce­dures might dis­cour­age this type of be­hav­ior, it is never dis­cour­aged by my up­lines.

Of course, it’s fine that con­sumers (con­sul­tants) pur­chase prod­ucts and use them. The is­sue is when you get re­warded un­der the com­pen­sa­tion plan for your own per­sonal con­sump­tion. The more the com­pany ties re­wards to your own con­sump­tion, the more pres­sure you’re un­der to buy prod­ucts, and the more pres­sure to use the com­pany’s prod­ucts. All MLM com­pen­sa­tion plans have in­ven­tory pur­chase qual­i­fi­ca­tions, even if you aren’t tech­ni­cally re­quired to pur­chase, and the only way to main­tain your po­si­tion is by the vol­ume of (you guessed it) pur­chased prod­ucts. This cre­ates an in­cen­tive to front-load. The starter-kit, or ini­tial con­sul­tant “join” pack­age in it­self, if large enough, is front-load­ing, be­cause it’s more prod­uct than one per­son needs. Plus, your up­lines en­cour­age you to be a “prod­uct of the prod­ucts,” mean­ing: Use all the prod­ucts the com­pany of­fers, all the time. Whether peo­ple buy be­cause they want to use the prod­ucts or be­cause they want to meet qual­i­fi­ca­tions doesn’t mat­ter. They are now con­sumers, re­gard­less.

The FTC rules that front-load­ing is not proper ac­tiv­ity: “Front-load­ing or in­ven­to­ry­ing of prod­uct in which ex­ces­sive prod­uct pur­chases are viewed as pro­hib­ited con­sid­er­a­tion for the re­quire­ment that in­di­vid­u­als make an ini­tial in­vest­ment of prod­uct pur­chased to en­gage in the com­pany.” In mod­ern MLMs, you don’t need to have in­ven­tory; af­ter all, or­ders are shipped from the com­pany ful­fill­ment cen­ter. These prod­uct pur­chases are for me to make rank and earn trips, noth­ing more. I just con­vinced my­self they were nec­es­sary to the tune of hun­dreds, some­times thou­sands, of dol­lars.

I think for a minute… I could fib and say they are all in­cen­tives? Gifts? I get a shit ton of gifts from the com­pany. But he knows—there are too many of them. I need to come clean.

“Okay, you know that trip to Hawaii I earned for us (pic­ture your­self on a beach, Kale!)? Han­nah needed some help mak­ing her num­bers last month. I wouldn’t have earned the trip with­out her. You know how new she is.”

“But shouldn’t she be the one plac­ing the or­ders? How much did you spend? What are you go­ing to do with all of this prod­uct?”

All valid ques­tions. Luck­ily, my up­lines have pre­pared me for this line of ques­tion­ing. We have scripts for spouses, too, to help com­part­men­tal­ize in­sider ver­sus out­sider in­for­ma­tion. “Kale, this is my busi­ness, and buy­ing prod­uct is the rent on my busi­ness! I can’t sell what I don’t use. I can use all this stuff for gifts, stock­ing stuffers, give­aways—”

He in­ter­rupts, “Yeah, yeah, spend money to make money. But se­ri­ously, how many peo­ple are you giv­ing Christ­mas gifts to? This is too much, Emmy. We don’t need all this shit. No­body needs all this shit. How much are you re­ally mak­ing if you’re buy­ing all this?”

I won­der for a sec­ond if that is a rhetor­i­cal ques­tion be­fore snap­ping back, “Well, I got a trip to Hawaii! How much is that worth? Doesn’t it make sense to in­vest that in my busi­ness?”

Thank God my up­lines give me talk­ing points for this.

“That’s not how in­vest­ing works, babe. You’re buy­ing your ti­tle. I mean, I’m not telling you what to do, but this isn’t sus­tain­able. You can’t do this ev­ery month and not burn out.”

I know that he’s right, but my hope is that Han­nah will get her­self there even­tu­ally. Right now, she doesn’t have the dis­pos­able in­come, so she can’t place these or­ders her­self, and she doesn’t quite have the net­work buy-in yet, ei­ther. Plus, she’s so grate­ful I helped her out. Once she gets a taste of her new ti­tle and her Con­ven­tion perks, I know she will do any­thing to keep them. It’s cer­tainly what I’m do­ing; my pride is just a lit­tle too strong to let my ti­tle drop or miss out on any in­cen­tive trips, and the com­pany and my up­line make sure of that. It’s one of the rea­sons they plas­ter your name ev­ery­where when you earn a ti­tle, to guar­an­tee you feel ashamed if you don’t make that leader­board or rank. Just one more month—that’s all I need.

“It won’t al­ways be like this, I prom­ise. Just be ex­cited for our Hawaii va­cay in the spring, okay?” I turn on the charm by bat­ting my eye­lashes and hand­ing him a Heath bar I con­fis­cated from one of the kids’ candy buck­ets. His fa­vorite.

He rolls his eyes but can’t con­tain his smirk. “Okay, I’ll get these lit­tle trick-or-treaters to bed so you can fin­ish up.”

“Thanks, babe.”

I peel off my boots and sit down with my phone. Time to strate­gize.

In or­der to hit Pre­mier Star, I need three more peo­ple to hit Sta­tion Five (and yes, this is the lan­guage of our pro­mo­tions). Vanessa is al­ready there, so I can check her off the list; June needs four more or­ders, but she has enough peo­ple to man­age that; and Han­nah needs to re­cruit one more con­sul­tant. That’s a big one, and I know Han­nah has re­ally been strug­gling with re­cruit­ment.

My mind is a blur of month-end mad­ness, qual­i­fi­ca­tions, and in­cen­tive trips. Have you ever seen your fa­vorite di­rect-sales friend post a “flash sale” or a “bulk or­der”? She’s prob­a­bly try­ing to get rid of prod­uct from this type of sit­u­a­tion, load­ing in­ven­tory to boost num­bers ar­ti­fi­cially, or at­tempt­ing to in­flate sales to hit a pro­mo­tion or qual­i­fi­ca­tion.

Con­sul­tants will jus­tify this ac­tiv­ity by or­der­ing prod­ucts “I’ll use, any­way” un­der fam­ily ac­counts. I know I did. Ev­ery­one I knew made ac­counts for their kids (bonus that I had five of them), their spouses, their rel­a­tives, even their pets. Just ask Robyn Paul­son, my daugh­ter’s for­mer ham­ster (RIP), who of­ten or­dered a few items at month end to make my num­bers look good. This was def­i­nitely a gray area, be­cause while it was per­fectly ac­cept­able to have more than one ac­count in your house­hold as long as you were pur­chas­ing a rea­son­able amount of prod­uct, who de­cides what is rea­son­able? There were dol­lar lim­its per per­son, but all you needed to do was or­der more un­der some­one else, and voilà!

Ever no­tice the piles of prod­ucts show­cased in some of your MLM friends’ so­cial me­dia feeds? Come on, Stacy! No­body needs that many es­sen­tial oils. But you get caught up be­cause the car­rot is be­ing dan­gled in front of you—that next pro­mo­tion comes with a $500 bonus. So what if you spend $500 in or­der to make it hap­pen? It’s not ac­tu­ally about the cash. If it were, you wouldn’t be do­ing it. It’s about the ac­co­lades! And your up­line will likely look the other way, if not out­right en­cour­age it.

Even­tu­ally, Re­juvinat did catch on to this type of be­hav­ior and be­gan to only al­low a cer­tain dol­lar amount of pur­chases per credit card. But one of my up­lines found a loop­hole: buy pre­paid gift cards. I re­mem­ber Al­li­son buy­ing thou­sands of dol­lars in pre­paid gift cards for a ti­tle she bought—er, achieved—one month. I em­u­lated her strat­egy about six months later. There was al­ways a way to game the sys­tem to ben­e­fit your ti­tle.

But once you go down this rab­bit hole, you need to or­der more and more to hit these sales or ti­tles. You’ve raised the bar. You’ve set a prece­dent. And month end be­comes this painful push to do it all again, plus some. Be­cause if you sell $1,000 worth of prod­uct one month, you’re go­ing to have to do the same thing the next just to main­tain, let alone grow. And there is al­ways at­tri­tion—cus­tomers can­cel­ing or con­sul­tants quit­ting—so you need to re­place them to stay in your up­line’s good graces. This doesn’t even in­clude your own re­quired prod­uct pur­chases, which can be sev­eral hun­dred dol­lars. Kale is right; it isn’t sus­tain­able. But there is so much pride tied up in these ti­tles be­cause they are pub­licly shouted out on team pages and cor­po­rate emails, so it feels de­feat­ing to let the field at large see you drop rank. Thus, it per­pet­u­ates the be­hav­ior.

I spent so many hol­i­days fo­cused on month end, trip qual­i­fi­ca­tions, Con­ven­tion ranks, bonuses, and leader­boards. All the while, I kept dis­miss­ing that nag­ging feel­ing that what I was do­ing was less than eth­i­cal, while train­ing my team to do the same, be­cause my up­line and the field of con­sul­tants around me were do­ing it. I was spend­ing a lot of time alone in the name of sis­ter­hood, locked in my of­fice in the name of time free­dom. Again, pride and white supremacy go hand-in-hand here. You have to do what it takes to be the best, be­cause they don’t no­tice the peo­ple at the bot­tom, and af­ter all this work, if you don’t hit the top, what was the point?

Al­though sales goals and pro­mo­tional trips aren’t ex­clu­sive to MLMs, the down­line re­quire­ment makes it sketchy, to put it mildly. In a tra­di­tional job, there are checks and bal­ances through the hir­ing process; you need qual­i­fi­ca­tions, diplo­mas, or pre­vi­ous ex­pe­ri­ence in any sales role other than en­try level. But most MLM con­trac­tors are of­fered no real busi­ness train­ing (per­sonal de­vel­op­ment ac­tiv­i­ties and Zoom vi­sion board­ing are not busi­ness sem­i­nars), no vet­ting, no back­ground checks. At a real job, you might work late nights, but on a fi­nite project with a de­fin­i­tive end. You get in­sur­ance, ben­e­fits, and a pay­check, even if you don’t hit those goals and that ex­tra bonus. MLMs en­cour­age mem­bers to em­ploy a sunk cost fal­lacy. In case you for­got, this is when you are so com­mit­ted to see­ing re­sults—the ti­tle, the trip, the pay­check—that you feel com­pelled to con­tinue spend­ing money, time, and ef­fort, even when it’s ob­vi­ous the in­vest­ment is not go­ing to pay off.

I re­fill my wine­glass, open my lap­top, log in to the con­sul­tant plat­form, and see that June hit Sta­tion Five! Oh, thank good­ness. Two out of three. I tag her in a photo on Face­book: “Awe­some job, Rock­star! Can’t wait to cel­e­brate you at Con­ven­tion!”

Now, just one left. I’d bet­ter call Han­nah to see where she’s at.

She an­swers the phone im­me­di­ately, prob­a­bly an­tic­i­pat­ing my des­per­ate call to ac­tion, con­fess­ing, “I don’t know if I’m go­ing to make it, Em. My sis­ter was go­ing to sign up, but now she’s flak­ing.”

Shit. Han­nah is my only hope at this point. She needs this, and so do I. Ac­tu­ally, I need this, and I need to con­vince her that she needs it, too. I can­not come this far only to come this far… an­other mantra I’ve seen float­ing around so­cial me­dia. Time to pull out the big guns: a late-night three-way.

“Let’s get her on the phone. I’m free now!” I of­fer.

“It’s eleven thirty p.m.”

“Is she up? Why not?”

Des­per­ate times call for des­per­ate mea­sures. I need Han­nah to make it to the fin­ish line in the next thirty min­utes, and this is my last chance. It has to be the three-way of my life. I have to show Han­nah’s sis­ter that she can’t pass up such an op­por­tu­nity. All I need is a credit card, a So­cial Se­cu­rity num­ber, and a heart­beat. That’s lit­er­ally it.

“Okay!” Han­nah re­lents. “I’ll get her on!”

I fum­ble with my phone and duck into a quiet cor­ner so I don’t wake my kids. “Anika, it’s Emily. Han­nah has told me so much about you! You have some ques­tions about Re­juvinat?”

“Um, I sup­pose,” she stut­ters, star­tled by the call. “It’s a lit­tle late for this, isn’t it? I don’t know that I have ques­tions; I’m just not to­tally con­vinced that this is for me.”

Lucky for her, I’m very con­vinc­ing. It’s time to turn on the charm. I launch into a di­a­tribe that feels like an out-of-body ex­pe­ri­ence. “Anika, I couldn’t go to sleep tonight with­out shar­ing this with you, and nei­ther could your sis­ter. What if you had twelve ex­tra pay­checks a year? How about a com­mu­nity of friends to work along­side you? What if you could just buy the shoes, take the trip, or give back like you want to? We help peo­ple do that. Your sis­ter helps peo­ple do that. She can help you do that. She has one spot left tonight. She’s sav­ing it for you! I know you want to find an exit strat­egy for your job and spend more time with your kids. I know it’s hard to make this de­ci­sion, but it’s not as hard as leav­ing your daugh­ter ev­ery day, right? What do you say?”

Damn, I’m both im­pressed and dis­gusted with my­self. The per­fect com­bi­na­tion of charm­ing and preda­tory, and all from the ar­se­nal of scripts I have mem­o­rized. (And, as I’ll dis­cover later, my speech con­tains all the el­e­ments of the BITE Model.) I know Anika’s vul­ner­a­bil­i­ties be­cause Han­nah has shared them with me, and they seem to re­volve around work­ing-mom guilt. It’s a bit of a stretch al­ready, with the po­ten­tial false in­come claims (twelve pay­checks a year, but hey, I didn’t say they’d be more than zero dol­lars!), but the life­style claims are more painful and emo­tional. Mom guilt al­ready comes from the un­re­al­is­tic ideal of be­ing a per­fect mom, so guilt­ing and sham­ing a work­ing mom into a busi­ness op­por­tu­nity is as preda­tory as it gets. And telling her that there’s “one spot left” is ab­so­lute bull­shit. There are al­ways un­lim­ited spots, on ev­ery team, in ev­ery MLM, ev­ery­where. That’s the lit­eral busi­ness model, but for some rea­son, this sense of ur­gency works. They don’t call it FOMO for noth­ing.

The re­al­ity? The magic I’m sell­ing her, this “op­por­tu­nity,” will likely be a bur­den. And I can’t help but no­tice the irony and hypocrisy, as I’m sit­ting here sell­ing “op­por­tu­ni­ties” for free­dom at al­most mid­night on an evening I spent rush­ing to fin­ish with my kids. How much am I with my kids when I’m trapped in my of­fice at month end? When I’m go­ing to re­treats? Sit­ting on my phone? Maybe women in MLMs tar­get vul­ner­a­ble peo­ple be­cause we are the vul­ner­a­ble peo­ple. Af­ter all, Becky wouldn’t have re­cruited me un­less she thought it was the best thing for me, right? Why can’t this be the best thing for Anika, too? I make peace with my cog­ni­tive dis­so­nance by re­mind­ing my­self that I’m ex­er­cis­ing em­pa­thy. I take an­other swig of wine and sit through a bit of si­lence. All I need is for her to sign up, and I have a feel­ing I’m close.

Anika re­lents, al­beit with a bit of hes­i­ta­tion. “Why not? There’s a re­turn pol­icy, right?”

Thank God.

“Sure is, Anika. You’re mak­ing a great de­ci­sion. And I sug­gest buy­ing the big­gest prod­uct kit to make sure you start out as suc­cess­fully as pos­si­ble! Wel­come to the team.” Again, it’s bull­shit. The big­ger the kit, the more vol­ume Han­nah (and I and our en­tire up­line) gets. The only thing Anika will suc­cess­fully do is empty her pock­et­book. But I’m not ly­ing about the re­turn pol­icy, which al­ways tem­po­rar­ily al­lays my guilt for pres­sur­ing peo­ple into spend­ing as much money as pos­si­ble.

I’m sure the folks at Re­juvinat knew this when they de­signed the sell­ing sys­tem. How can you feel bad about forc­ing some­one into a de­ci­sion that is ab­so­lutely re­versible? Sort of. It’s re­versible in the sense that she can ab­so­lutely re­turn the kit, but it will come at the price of dis­ap­point­ing her sis­ter and hav­ing a team of Re­juvinat reps on her ass try­ing to con­vince her not to. MLMs rec­og­nize that the more time that passes af­ter a sale is made, the higher the like­li­hood that they can keep you in­vested. Peo­ple think, Well, shoot, I bought the starter kit. I might as well keep at it for a bit. This men­tal pause of­fers an op­por­tu­nity for the up­line to step in, mak­ing you more in­doc­tri­nated, and more in­flu­enced.

The fact that it ben­e­fits me to have Han­nah re­cruit some­one leads to a com­mon be­hav­ior in MLM called stack­ing. Stack­ing refers to en­rolling dis­trib­u­tors in your ge­neal­ogy tree (pyra­mid) to add lev­els of com­mis­sion pay­out, and to am­plify sales. I could have spent that time on the phone with Anika to en­roll her di­rectly with me, so why wouldn’t I? I’m re­warded for the struc­ture of the pyra­mid; if Anika en­rolls with Han­nah, she ranks up, and so do I. Han­nah achieves Sta­tion Five, and I hit Pre­mier Star! I make money ei­ther way. Stack­ing isn’t il­le­gal in and of it­self, but it opens the door to po­ten­tial il­le­gal­ity when peo­ple en­roll “fake” dis­trib­u­tors in their down­line in or­der to ben­e­fit. I knew many dis­trib­u­tors who en­rolled their chil­dren us­ing their So­cial Se­cu­rity num­bers, then en­rolled women un­der­neath them: boom! In­stant pro­mo­tion. It’s an­other loop­hole that leads women des­per­ate to make rank and save face to do things that are less than eth­i­cal.

But I don’t need to worry about that; Han­nah and I have done this fair and square. De­spite the beg­ging, plead­ing, and guilt-trip­ping at ten min­utes to mid­night on Hal­loween.

Af­ter we hang up, a text pops up from Han­nah: “YOU ARE MAG­I­CAL, thank you!” with six uni­corn emo­jis. Phew, an­other month com­plete. I’m safe. I de­cide to stay up an­other hour to do my month-end shoutout posts to my amaz­ing team. Gotta cap­i­tal­ize on this and keep the mo­men­tum flow­ing. I take to Face­book: “I’m so blessed with my team! This is the best job ever. Per­sonal de­vel­op­ment with a pay­check! I loved watch­ing that month-end hus­tle! Can­not wait to spoil you ladies at Con­ven­tion next month!” I tag Vanessa, June, and Han­nah, and a few other con­sul­tants who earned bonuses this month. I also wel­come Anika to our ever-grow­ing team. I won­der for a sec­ond if she’s be­ing tagged against her will, as I re­flect on my sur­prise busi­ness an­nounce­ment on Face­book my first day, but I hit Post any­way.

“Per­sonal de­vel­op­ment with a pay­check!” I roll my eyes at my­self. As I head up­stairs to (fi­nally) go to bed, I briefly won­der, What am I be­com­ing? And at what cost?
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Lots of Dol­lars and Ab­so­lutely No Sense [image: ]


I thought Con­ven­tion sounded su­per fun, and I had some fre­quent-flier miles, so I de­cided to opt in, even though I was a new con­sul­tant. The tick­ets were ex­pen­sive, and the ho­tel blocks weren’t cheap ei­ther, but my up­line told me it was a good in­vest­ment in my new busi­ness. The en­tire ex­pe­ri­ence was ex­haust­ing. It was a pop­u­lar­ity con­test, with the top earn­ers parad­ing around shar­ing their “wis­dom,” ses­sions and par­ties all week­end long. At the end, I was ex­pected to spend more money on new prod­ucts and work­outs, and I learned ab­so­lutely noth­ing. I thought it would be mo­ti­vat­ing, but it made me re­al­ize that I wanted no part in it.

—SARA, for­mer MLM rep



I’m in the food court at Con­course G, meet you here!” Becky texts me dur­ing a lay­over on our way to an­other boss­babe trip, ex­cept this one is the boss­babe trip of all boss­babe trips: Con­ven­tion! It’s the ul­ti­mate test of MLM suc­cess. No mat­ter what MLM you are in, Con­ven­tion is the an­nual gath­er­ing of la­dy­bosses to cel­e­brate, re­ceive per­sonal de­vel­op­ment, and re­new ex­cite­ment and pas­sion for the com­pany. Lead­ers show up. Be there or be square. The FOMO is strong, and so is the guilt-trip­ping if you ab­stain.

Con­ven­tions are the largest re­ten­tion events and are ex­tremely im­por­tant in MLM cul­ture. As Robert L. Fitz­Patrick de­scribes in his book, Ponzi­nomics: “Hold­ing cer­e­mo­nial spec­ta­cles in enor­mous sta­di­ums and pos­ing on stage as high priests pos­sess­ing sa­cred se­crets, MLM pro­mot­ers tout their schemes as the ful­fill­ment of the mythic Amer­i­can Dream. They flaunt their own wealth as proof that they can align the stars, so to speak, to de­liver suc­cess and hap­pi­ness to fol­low­ers.”

Con­ven­tions al­low the com­pany to in­doc­tri­nate the at­ten­dees, and the added bonus is that it’s the at­ten­dees who pay to be there, so the over­head for the com­pany is ex­tremely low. Even the ma­jor­ity of the train­ing ses­sions are led by con­sul­tants who present for free be­cause they be­lieve be­ing asked to speak at Con­ven­tion is an honor. And Con­ven­tions are not cheap for con­sul­tants. They typ­i­cally cost a few hun­dred dol­lars to a thou­sand dol­lars just for a ticket, and that does not in­clude ho­tel rooms, air­fare, meals, or any prod­uct pur­chases. But the cul­ture of con­stant ed­u­ca­tion and per­sonal de­vel­op­ment makes these Con­ven­tions prof­itable for the com­pany and pop­u­lar with con­sul­tants. I’d al­ready spent weeks (months, ac­tu­ally) pre­par­ing out­fits for what was sup­posed to be a fun and en­joy­able trip, and the out­fits were im­por­tant be­cause we were go­ing to be tak­ing lots of staged pho­tos.

This will be my first Con­ven­tion. Last year, I had to choose be­tween the re­treat and Con­ven­tion, and I told my­self I couldn’t miss out again. I had so much FOMO! It looked so cool, with con­certs, glitz and glam, and par­ties ga­lore. With such a big team watch­ing me now, I can’t not go—plus, this year, I’m get­ting stage recog­ni­tion for my new ti­tle, Pre­mier Star! The ex­tra bonus is that Vanessa is with me, since her ex will be tak­ing the kids the whole week­end.

We stop for a lay­over in Salt Lake City to meet up with Becky be­fore our last leg. This is the first time I’ve seen her since my re­cent pro­mo­tion, which means she’s hit an­other bonus, too, but this time, I’ve ac­tu­ally sur­passed her in ti­tle. She’s only had one di­rect con­sul­tant level up past Sta­tion Five (me!), and now I have three (Vanessa, June, and Han­nah). I’ve won­dered how this would go down. She’s not the jeal­ous type, but I’ve seen this dy­namic play out with other con­sul­tants, and it can get ugly.

“We’re on our way! Is there a bar in that con­course?”

In MLMs, it’s ab­so­lutely pos­si­ble to rank up past your up­line, the per­son who re­cruited you into the com­pany. This is ac­tu­ally an­other ar­gu­ment to the “it’s a pyra­mid scheme” ob­jec­tion, and one I’ve used time and time again. “It’s not a pyra­mid if you can out­rank your up­line!”

In re­al­ity, the pyra­mid is still very much in­tact. Though my ti­tle (based on a very man­u­fac­tured and ma­nip­u­lated struc­ture) is tech­ni­cally a higher rank than Becky, she still earns money on ev­ery­thing I buy and sell, and ev­ery­thing my team buys and sells, as well as bonuses on all of those pro­mo­tions. The only rub is the fact that I will earn more ac­co­lades, be fea­tured in more pro­mo­tional ma­te­rial and biz ops, and even walk the stage at Con­ven­tion, while she watches from the side­lines. De­pend­ing on the type of per­son your up­line is, that FOMO can be hard to stom­ach and can fur­ther ig­nite the de­sire to do what­ever it takes to make rank.

But Becky has al­ways been so kind and gra­cious, and the spot­light has never re­ally been her thing. I’m lucky in that sense, as there has never been any jeal­ous com­pe­ti­tion be­tween us, but when we meet at the bar (yay!), I re­al­ize this new pro­mo­tion has rubbed her a dif­fer­ent way.

“I was sur­prised that you brought Vanessa as your plus one. Han­nah and June are show­ing so much prom­ise. Vanessa is just coast­ing. You ba­si­cally carry her,” she says in a whis­per while Vanessa stops at the ladies room.

As part of my Con­ven­tion swag, I qual­i­fied for a su­per-posh bling pack­age in my suite, with a spot for a plus one. It in­cludes some spa items and other good­ies, but the real ben­e­fit is the pub­lic recog­ni­tion that I earned it. It’s as ridicu­lous as it sounds, but I’m go­ing with it, and it will make great so­cial me­dia ma­te­rial for po­ten­tial re­cruits.

The com­pany al­lows you to bring a spouse or an­other con­sul­tant for some in­cen­tives, in­clud­ing this one. Kale has to jug­gle the kids and work, so ob­vi­ously, my plus one is my best friend, who hap­pens to be a con­sul­tant. I still don’t love the idea of peo­ple need­ing to earn my friend­ship, and I wouldn’t want to room with any­one else. But it makes me won­der: What hap­pens if Vanessa doesn’t qual­ify next time? She has dropped be­low her rank a few times re­cently, and I’ve helped her out be­cause that’s what friends do.

Becky is mak­ing me ques­tion the fu­ture of this ar­range­ment, or maybe she’s an­noyed that I didn’t as­sign her as my plus one.

“Becky, I know what you mean, and I’m su­per proud of Han­nah and June, but Vanessa’s been with me from the be­gin­ning, two years now, and she’s been pretty solid the last few months. With ev­ery­thing go­ing on with her ex, she de­serves to be here. Friends help friends out.”

Why is this any of her busi­ness, any­way?

“No, I get it, I do—you’re right,” she re­lents, but she’s not done with the up­line ad­vice. “The other thing, though—I no­ticed at month end that you were up post­ing af­ter mid­night. You have to get an as­sis­tant. You’re get­ting up there!”

She sits back and swigs her beer. “You can’t be fid­dling around with all the busy­work, do­ing all your own swag bags and so­cial me­dia posts. First, how long is this shit tak­ing you? And sec­ond, how do you think that looks to your team? Do you think they’re go­ing to want to be fid­dling around with all that stuff? Get an auto-post­ing pro­gram, or some­one to help you with so­cial me­dia. You’re just the face of the busi­ness, so talk the talk and walk the walk.”

I am torn be­tween nod­ding and shak­ing my head, which makes me glare and tilt my head to the side like a dog who just heard some­thing it didn’t un­der­stand. I mean, she’s the one who taught me to do this! And at the same time, she’s right—I have been bogged down with busy­work lately. The big­ger my team gets, the more so­cial me­dia I need to do and the more in­cen­tives I need to send out. It’s a lot. And now that I’ve out­ranked her, I know I need to con­tinue to “sell the dream,” and it’s no­body’s dream to do this shit. But then, I think about fi­nances. Yeah, I’m bring­ing in some ex­tra cash, about $6,000 per month at this point, but ev­ery month there’s also some­thing ex­tra I need to pay for. Here I am, head­ing to the “in­vest­ing in my busi­ness” Con­ven­tion trip, and now I’m look­ing at yet an­other in­vest­ment.

I haven’t even boarded the plane yet and Con­ven­tion is al­ready ex­haust­ing me, but I know Becky is right—I have to walk the walk if I want to be a leader. Kim­berly once told us that she re­fused to work with any­one in her down­line who didn’t at­tend Con­ven­tion. A far cry from the “work with any­one from any­where” rhetoric that she would spin when some­one was con­sid­er­ing join­ing.

“I’ll con­sider it,” I tell Becky. “I know what I’m do­ing isn’t sus­tain­able.”

I need to crunch the num­bers and de­cide how I’m go­ing to swing it, but I’m burn­ing the can­dle at both ends and am un­sure how much longer I can keep up with this. At the same time, I can’t not keep up with this—the money is too good. Or at least it ap­pears that way, if I’m just look­ing at my rev­enue and not my ex­penses, and es­pe­cially if I ig­nore that very few other peo­ple in the com­pany have pay­checks that re­sem­ble mine.

“Well, we don’t need to worry about that this week­end,” Becky says as Vanessa re­turns to the ta­ble. “Cheers to Texas!” I change the sub­ject back to how much freak­ing fun we’re go­ing to have in Austin this week­end.

“Cheers!” Becky, Vanessa, and I clink our mi­mosa glasses.

Just then, Kale texts me. “Where are the lunch bags?”

“Ugh, hang on, ladies. I need to call home.”

“Hey, babe, I ac­tu­ally made the lunches al­ready; they’re in the small fridge,” I tell him when he picks up.

“I saw those, but Ri­ley doesn’t want what you made her. I can’t find the ex­tra bags.” I can hear him dig­ging through the pantry.

“Hon, who’s the par­ent, you or her?” I’m an­noyed that he’s call­ing me with some­thing this triv­ial. We bicker back and forth un­til I see Vanessa sig­nal for the check. “Kale, I have to go—my flight is board­ing.”

I hang up and head back to the bar, swig my mi­mosa, and grab my purse be­fore we rush to the gate.

The big­ger my team gets and the more trav­el­ing I do, the more strained my fam­ily and mar­riage seem to be­come. I know I’m the one tax­ing the sys­tem, but for years, I stayed home, while Kale was the one who worked. And now, I’m bring­ing in pretty good money (mi­nus those pesky ex­penses), but we don’t have a ton of help to fall back on. We have our babysit­ter and friends whom we can pass off the kids to, but it’s a sched­ul­ing night­mare week to week, es­pe­cially when I travel. Di­vid­ing and con­quer­ing isn’t work­ing as well as I’d hoped it would, be­cause it’s not like Kale’s job be­came more flex­i­ble. The work­load and stress are higher than ever, and so are the child­care costs.

I know it’s too much to put on his shoul­ders, but still, when is it go­ing to be my turn? I stayed up last night and got lists ready for him, made the lunches, and did so much prep work that I barely slept; in­stead, I caf­feinated and am now pow­er­ing through. Why can’t I just leave and check out com­pletely? It’s the men­tal load of moth­er­hood I can’t es­cape from, no mat­ter how many states away I am, no mat­ter how many glasses of wine I have. Ce­leste Yvonne, au­thor of It’s Not about the Wine, sums this up well: “The wine memes that jam our so­cial me­dia feeds are only com­mu­ni­cat­ing what women have been try­ing to con­vey for years: we are ex­hausted, over­whelmed, over­worked, and in se­ri­ous need of help, above all else.”

Becky, Vanessa, and I board the plane. Becky goes to first class, and we cram our­selves into our coach seats. I won­der, Now that I’ve ranked up, do I need to start buy­ing first-class tick­ets to “walk the walk”? Not sure that’s go­ing to be in the bud­get. Becky makes dou­ble what I’m mak­ing now, so that will be an ex­pense for an­other day.

First or­der of busi­ness, as I load my carry-on and con­tinue to have a text ar­gu­ment with Kale, is fig­ur­ing out this child­care busi­ness. Ac­tu­ally, first or­der of busi­ness is or­der­ing vodka so­das. Vanessa and I “cheers” each other, and as the plane takes off, we both open our lap­tops. No rest for the weary. I pe­ruse a web­site about child­care and see info about au pairs. Hmm. That could ac­tu­ally work. Some­one liv­ing with us to of­fer up an­other set of hands? It’s spendy, but I’m al­ready pay­ing a ton in babysit­ter costs. More flex­i­bil­ity and even more re­sources to spend time with Kale might be ex­actly what we need. It’s un­for­tu­nate that child­care costs are so high and that I feel I need to jus­tify it fi­nan­cially, but isn’t that why many of us SAHMs fall for MLMs in the first place? The prom­ise of a job with­out the need for child­care? And iron­i­cally, now I need child­care.

I start fill­ing out in­for­ma­tion and be­gin ap­ply­ing with au-pair com­pa­nies for in­ter­views. I glance over to see what Vanessa is work­ing on. I do a dou­ble take. She’s look­ing at job ads, real job ads. What is this? Blas­phemy!

“Why are you look­ing at jobs?” I ask, hor­ri­fied. I can’t even imag­ine how some­one could go back to a nine-to-five af­ter be­ing in their own busi­ness. Didn’t we cover all of this in our re­treat last year? She looks at me like I have three heads.

“Dude, you know I’m sin­gle now,” she ex­plains em­phat­i­cally. “Jake doesn’t pay child sup­port ev­ery month. What do you ex­pect me to do?”

I know all of this, of course, bet­ter than most peo­ple. I’ve been by her side the whole time, through her ugly di­vorce. But I’m still baf­fled. And clearly brain­washed.

“Why not just put more ef­fort into Re­juvinat?” I ask.

“Se­ri­ously?” she dead­pans. “I need health in­sur­ance. I need sta­bil­ity. There is no guar­an­tee or sta­bil­ity with this, Em. Yes, it’s fun, and yes, I’m glad I’m here. Yes, the ex­tra money is great, and I ap­pre­ci­ate you shar­ing your perks with me, but for the love of God, I’m talk­ing about my fam­ily here. I don’t have a hus­band hold­ing down the fi­nances like you do.”

I’ve never heard her talk this way, and it’s a lit­tle jar­ring to re­al­ize that my bestie is sug­gest­ing we’re from dif­fer­ent worlds. I be­gin to soften; af­ter all, I might feel dif­fer­ently if I were sin­gle, too. But then, I think back to my scripts: Or, maybe in­stead of giv­ing up, I’d put ev­ery­thing into this. Yes, that’s what a real boss­babe would do.

“No, I get it. Let me know if you need a ref­er­ence or any­thing,” I sulk.

Maybe Becky’s right. Maybe I should have brought June or Han­nah as my plus one. I can’t help but feel dis­ap­pointed in Vanessa for not want­ing to put her all into this, and in my­self for want­ing this more than she does and mak­ing her feel bad about it.

Af­ter many more vodka so­das, a short nap, and about thir­teen au-pair ap­pli­ca­tions, we ar­rive at the Austin air­port. At the bag­gage claim, I lug along the three suit­cases I brought for one week­end. One is out­fits, one is prod­uct, and one is gifts for my team: books, mono­grammed wa­ter bot­tles, neck­laces. Vanessa laughs as I ma­neu­ver the huge lug­gage cart. Last year, Becky and sev­eral other women in my up­line spoiled ev­ery­one on the team, as did lead­ers across the com­pany. I can’t not show my ap­pre­ci­a­tion and be to­tally up­staged by ev­ery­one else. I have to make sure ev­ery­one’s happy, mo­ti­vated, and ex­cited to come back again next year.

But I also have to play the part of “top leader who makes a crap ton of money” so they can all strive for that dream them­selves, so they can know it’s ac­tu­ally re­al­is­tic (even if it isn’t). Gifts keep even the low­est-rank­ing re­cruit en­gaged. Maybe you’re spend­ing a lit­tle too much each month on prod­uct, but look at the cute bracelet you re­ceived! It’s enough to keep you from do­ing a profit and loss state­ment and re­al­iz­ing that you’re los­ing money, for just one more month. The longer you can keep some­one hooked on the MLM and on your team, the longer you can use them for rank and num­bers. Yes, it’s bribery, and it’s en­cour­ag­ing de­pen­dency on some­thing that isn’t even vi­able. But it’s also ef­fec­tive mar­ket­ing, be­cause those re­cruits then post pho­tos of their cute gifts, tag you, and talk about how grate­ful they are for the busi­ness. That makes other peo­ple think, Wow, cool, that looks easy and fun! That’s the magic of the FOMO cam­paign.

FOMO mar­ket­ing is done across the board, and it has con­sumers pur­chas­ing prod­ucts be­fore the of­fer passes them by all the time. And it works be­cause hu­mans are risk averse. We don’t want to miss out on the buy one, get one (BOGO) or the kids-eat-free, which is hap­pen­ing… this week­end only! In an MLM, the po­ten­tial re­sults are only based on what MLM reps show on so­cial me­dia, and the more sen­sa­tional, the more con­sumers are afraid to lose. Yet what they don’t know is that they will likely lose their en­tire in­vest­ment. But the pho­tos from the beach and the brand-new purse can be tempt­ing enough for the next po­ten­tial re­cruit to take the risk.

We have just a few min­utes to haul our bags to the ho­tel, check in and get our badges, drop off swag bags to my en­tire team, and rush to our first Con­ven­tion ses­sions. Once again, ev­ery sin­gle sec­ond of the agenda is packed. But I’m not ar­gu­ing, be­cause I paid thou­sands of dol­lars to be here, so I may as well get my money’s worth!

Al­though we have good perks, we don’t have the ma­jor VIP perks like the very tip­pity-top lead­ers have: shorter lines, ex­press check-in, front-row seat­ing, valet ser­vice. Next year, Emily, next year, I think to my­self as I walk through the crowded con­ven­tion cen­ter, shoul­der-to-shoul­der with other tired and sweaty con­sul­tants, all of us check­ing out nametags, ranks, and out­fits for a quick com­par­i­son to see where we stand rel­a­tive to each other.

The last ses­sion is with our CFO; it’s the clos­ing ses­sion for the day in the big arena. We have crummy seats, but they aren’t quite nose­bleed, so that’s some­thing. There are pro­fes­sional lights, loud mu­sic, and an em­cee, and the crowd goes ab­so­lutely wild when the CFO walks out. It’s pretty in­cred­i­ble how they make this arena feel like a Tay­lor Swift con­cert. The adren­a­line rush is pal­pa­ble. We are part of some­thing im­por­tant.

The CFO, a white male who has worked for decades in cor­po­rate fi­nance, talks for about thirty min­utes about the back­ground of the com­pany—all su­per-in­spi­ra­tional stuff that warms the heart and drums up ex­cite­ment for the com­ing year. It’s Mo­ti­va­tion and In­spi­ra­tion 101. At the end of his speech, he closes with “I’m a be­liever. I be­lieve in Re­juvinat. I be­lieve that you’ve all been put in this arena for a rea­son, to do some­thing big­ger than just your­self. This busi­ness is the ve­hi­cle to do that. To do what­ever you want. This is your as­sign­ment from the Lord!”

Vanessa and I look at each other. We were with him un­til that last line.

“What the ac­tual fuck?” Vanessa whis­pers.

There is more thun­der­ous ap­plause. I open my eyes wide and shake my head in re­sponse, and I clap once, to be nice. I be­lieve in God and ev­ery­thing, but our as­sign­ment from the Lord? Re­ally? Vanessa does a sign of the cross; we’re both laugh­ing and shak­ing our heads at this non­sense.

Many MLMs use re­li­gious con­no­ta­tions in their mes­sag­ing with the in­fer­ence (or out­right state­ment) that their busi­ness is a gift from God. It of­fers peo­ple a pur­pose big­ger than them­selves, a way to ful­fill their des­tiny. And some take it to the ex­treme, say­ing that it’s a true call­ing and the way to have spir­i­tual and fi­nan­cial ful­fill­ment.

The strong re­li­gious un­der­tone in many MLMs is no sur­prise, since Utah, the stomp­ing grounds of the Church of Je­sus Christ of Lat­ter-Day Saints (aka the Mor­mons), is the di­rect-sales cap­i­tal of the world; it has more MLM head­quar­ters than any other state per capita. Preach­ing the gospel is an easy tie-in with sell­ing prod­ucts. Whether you’re chang­ing lives with well­ness prod­ucts or re­li­gion, who cares? The goal is to spread the mes­sage and get lots of peo­ple on board. And Utah is also prime re­cruit­ing grounds for young, white, mid­dle-class SAHMs. In fact, ac­cord­ing to a study by Trin­ity Col­lege, “Mor­mon women re­main twice as likely to be home­mak­ers as non-Mor­mons, re­gard­less of in­come lev­els.”

Sev­eral MLMs are faith-based, such as Thirty-One Gifts, as de­scribed on their own web­site:


Thirty-One’s name is de­rived from Proverbs 31 of the Bible which de­scribes a vir­tu­ous woman who ex­hibits hard work, wis­dom, en­cour­age­ment & care for oth­ers. Be­cause of these qual­i­ties, she is wor­thy of re­ward, honor & praise…. Through God’s strength, we’ve built a fam­ily of in­di­vid­u­als who feel women de­serve to treat them­selves to some­thing spe­cial.



There are many oth­ers that don’t mar­ket them­selves pub­licly as Chris­tian-based yet still use strong re­li­gious lan­guage in their sales and mar­ket­ing. For ex­am­ple, Young Liv­ing Es­sen­tial Oils was founded by Gary Young, who blended his own de­vout Mor­mon faith with a pas­sion for al­ter­na­tive reme­dies. The com­pany even pub­lished a book for its mem­bers, My Word Made Flesh. Ac­cord­ing to a rep who re­ceived it, it en­cour­aged Young Liv­ing mem­bers to re­peat things like “I am the res­ur­rec­tion and the life of my lin­eage,” and es­sen­tially do what she de­scribed as “seances with oils.” The book was scrubbed from Young Liv­ing’s web­site af­ter some pub­lic back­lash.

Ob­vi­ously, even the hash­tag #blessed has roots in re­li­gion. The pros­per­ity gospel is all about cap­i­tal­ism in­fil­trat­ing faith. Amanda Mon­tell de­scribes this phe­nom­e­non in her book Cultish: “So much cap­i­tal­ist ver­nac­u­lar—from the sa­cred stock mar­ket bell to the almighty dol­lar—con­tin­ues to have re­li­gious over­tones. And again, this feeds into Mer­i­toc­racy; that with God and a lot of hus­tle, you can achieve what­ever you want.”

There’s noth­ing wrong with be­ing Mor­mon or Chris­tian or re­li­gious in gen­eral, but MLMs ex­ploit strong faith, com­mu­nity, and fam­ily val­ues to en­cour­age sales. It’s no won­der MLMs run thick in church com­mu­ni­ties, since they are their own closed en­vi­ron­ments in which peo­ple tend to be­lieve the same thing. Re­li­gion in its worst man­i­fes­ta­tion also dis­cour­ages crit­i­cal think­ing and ques­tion­ing of au­thor­ity, so it makes sense that em­ploy­ing re­li­gious lan­guage would be so ef­fec­tive, in that it mim­ics a lot of peo­ple’s early mod­els of un­ques­tioned au­thor­ity. Some­times, MLMs even re­place church com­mu­ni­ties by cre­at­ing a “sis­ter­hood” that many women are look­ing for. Us­ing Je­sus to le­git­imize your busi­ness op­por­tu­nity is an easy next step.

As ev­ery­one around us ap­plauds the CFO’s call­out to JC, I’m not to­tally on board with ty­ing face cream prod­ucts into re­li­gion, but I’m also too tired to be com­pletely creeped out.

“Yeah, this is weird,” I ad­mit to Vanessa as we file out of the con­ven­tion cen­ter with hordes of other ex­hausted and slightly ine­bri­ated women (some of us more ine­bri­ated than oth­ers).

We fi­nally re­treat to our room, kick off our un­com­fort­able shoes, and check out our bling-suite perks: a box with two glit­tery robes and eye masks. Re­ally? That’s the bling-suite swag? Sure, it’s cute and all, but this is what we worked our asses off for? I’m an­noyed, but no mat­ter how cheesy it is, I can’t pass up the op­por­tu­nity to in­spire so­cial me­dia FOMO, es­pe­cially since I al­ready told the whole Face­book world that I earned this. So, we gussy up and find good light­ing to take a photo.

“Thank you, Re­juvinat, for the awe­some Bling Suite perks! We are so #blessed!” Or some­thing like that. Fil­ter, tag, post, done.

“Gawd, this is itchy—what is it made out of, alu­minum foil?” Vanessa cringes as she throws the robe on the floor.

“I’m sure we have a cream for that,” I shoot back, mak­ing light of how ridicu­lous this en­tire sit­u­a­tion is.

“Dang, we have an hour to get ready!” Vanessa re­al­izes as she looks at the clock.

This day has been a whirl­wind. I’m still on zero sleep, and my buzz from the plane has all but worn off. Tonight is a big one, the Sparkle Party! It’s yet an­other perk we qual­i­fied for, an­other glo­ri­fied cel­e­bra­tion/wor­ship ses­sion of Kim­berly and the few other mil­lion-dol­lar earn­ers at the top. And again, while we “qual­i­fied,” we still had to pay for the tick­ets ($350) and buy sparkly shoes and dresses ($250—for items I am def­i­nitely never go­ing to wear again).

Vanessa and I get all blinged out; she’s in head-to-toe gold and I’m match­ing in sil­ver. We split a $50 Uber ride to the venue. I have to ad­mit we look damn good, even if the oc­ca­sion is over-the-top ridicu­lous.

“I’m ab­so­lutely starv­ing,” Vanessa groans. So am I. We barely had time to eat the pret­zels on the plane, and we walked a tril­lion miles through the con­ven­tion cen­ter. Luck­ily, there will be food and a bar at the event!

We walk into an amaz­ingly dec­o­rated and packed venue. Ap­par­ently, the qual­i­fi­ca­tions for this weren’t as strin­gent as I thought. We chat with June and Han­nah and a few of the other ladies on the team while we get checked in and pro­ceed to stand in the mile-long drink line.

“Good luck get­ting any­thing to eat,” June com­plains. “It’s cup­cakes and cook­ies—no real food.”

“Se­ri­ously, I may die of star­va­tion; to­day was bru­tal,” Han­nah adds. “I can’t be­lieve I busted my ass for this!”

I’m feel­ing the pain, big time, and I’m feel­ing guilty that I pushed them so much to “earn” their right to be at what is quickly turn­ing into an ex­haust­ing echo cham­ber with no food, and cer­tainly not enough to drink, es­pe­cially since they spent so much money to be here. Maybe we are in the top 3 per­cent, but we are still the bot­tom of the bar­rel at this party. Still, we can’t show our dis­ap­point­ment pub­licly. I need to put a pos­i­tive spin on this. Dam­age con­trol.

“Okay, maybe this party is lame, but look at us, we’re all dolled up! Let’s take a photo in front of the dance floor to post on so­cial me­dia, and then get the heck out of here, grab some Tex-Mex, and go danc­ing. My treat.”

“Yeah! Screw this place,” June says.

“You’re the best leader ever, Em!” Han­nah con­curs.

This is go­ing to be spendy, but then again, it’s an in­vest­ment in my busi­ness. Along with Vanessa, Han­nah, and June, I foot the bill for Carly, An­nie, and Mandy, too. But at least it will be more fun than stand­ing in line and suck­ing up to the mil­lion-dol­lar earn­ers. Any­way, Vanessa is sin­gle, and there’s noth­ing that mar­ried moms love more than liv­ing vi­car­i­ously through their sin­gle friends, right?

I know putting more on the credit card is a lit­tle dan­ger­ous. Even though we can ba­si­cally af­ford it, it also makes me re­al­ize how in­ac­ces­si­ble this is for oth­ers. There is no way Vanessa could spring for her team like this, even if she grew her busi­ness. Same for June and Han­nah. How long can I keep spend­ing like this? I hope that by next year, my team will be able to get here on their own.

We cram into pedi­cabs in our ridicu­lous out­fits and land in a west­ern-themed bar with a dance floor and amaz­ing food. Af­ter eat­ing ap­prox­i­mately six hun­dred bas­kets of chips and de­vour­ing more rounds of tacos and tequila shots than we can han­dle, we end up join­ing some­one’s bach­e­lorette party. I’m guess­ing we start con­vers­ing with them for re­cruit­ment pur­poses. The rest of the night is a bit of a blur. Some­where over the course of the evening, Carly and An­nie head out, as do Mandy, Han­nah, and June, while Vanessa and I stay the course, line danc­ing and tak­ing shots. Vanessa is danc­ing with a su­per cute lo­cal (from what I can tell, since I’m now see­ing dou­ble), and I si­dle up to the bar and or­der a wa­ter from the bar­tender.

“Slow­ing down?” he smiles.

“At­tempt­ing to!” I raise my glass. My drink­ing has been a con­cern for a while, as have my so­cial out­ings, for both my­self and my hus­band. The more I drink to es­cape, the more things I have to es­cape from. But happy hours and play­dates with wine have be­come so com­mon­place, and who doesn’t need to drink to cope? I just seem to need it a lot more these days. Now, with more events on the cal­en­dar thanks to Re­juvinat, there are more rea­sons to be con­cerned. But tonight, I’m try­ing to keep a low pro­file… in head-to-toe sil­ver se­quins.

“What are you ladies cel­e­brat­ing tonight? Your sparkly out­fits are… fun!” He seems amused.

Oh good, it’s a chance to give my el­e­va­tor pitch. I perk up. “Ac­tu­ally, we’re in town for a con­ven­tion for Re­juvinat—have you heard of it? It’s one of the top well­ness brands in the coun­try!” I take an­other swig of wa­ter, and it’s dawn­ing on me how de­hy­drated I am.

Mouth. Is. A. Desert.

“Oh, Lord, is it like one of those pyra­mid-scheme things?”

Ugh. I don’t have the en­ergy for this. I con­tem­plate a re­sponse and glance down at my phone, re­al­iz­ing how late it is. “Omg, V! It’s four in the morn­ing!”

I have to be up in three hours. Fuck.

“Have a good one!” I throw a few crum­pled dol­lars on the counter for the bar­tender and grab Vanessa by the arm. “We have to go!”

“Oh, got it! Hey, can you give us a ride?” Vanessa asks the dude she’s been danc­ing with.

“Oh, noooo, we’re good, we can just take an Uber!” I of­fer. Please no, Vanessa, step away from the cute dude.

“Nah, I’d love to take you girls home. But it’s gonna cost you… your phone num­ber.” He winks at Vanessa.

Even I’m not buzzed enough to be fooled by this douchebag.

Vanessa obliges and barters a ride in ex­change for her num­ber, and we climb into his (wow, pretty damn nice) car. He drives us to our ho­tel, where in­stead of pulling up to the front en­trance, he drives up to the valet. Vanessa and I glance at each other and re­al­ize what’s hap­pen­ing. This isn’t just a ride home—he thinks he’s in­vited in! Vanessa’s eyes dart around, and while the car hasn’t even come to a com­plete stop, she yells, “Run!”

She opens the door and we both rush in­side, and def­i­nitely not in straight lines.

“I. Think. We. Lost. Him.” Vanessa breaks down in laugh­ter in the el­e­va­tor.

“I’m go­ing to pee my­self.” I’m laugh­ing so hard I can’t even breathe.

We make it back to our room, and our heads hit the pil­low at ap­prox­i­mately five in the morn­ing. Af­ter what feels like five min­utes, the sun is up and the alarm goes off. I’m run­ning on caf­feine and min­utes of sleep.

“Vanessa, I think I’m dead. Am I dead? If I’m not dead, will you please kill me?”

“If you’re dead, I’m dead, too. Maybe we’re in heaven?” she grum­bles.

“Feels like hell!”

I gig­gle. Ouch, my head. I sit up. I’m some­how still drunk and hun­gover at the same time. I don’t know how I’m go­ing to get through this day.

“Will you be pissed if I don’t go to your stage-walk thingy?” Vanessa begs.

“No! I don’t even want to go!” That’s only par­tially true. I want to strut my stuff across that stage, be­cause it’ll make for great footage for so­cial me­dia. But my head is pound­ing. Good on Vanessa for stay­ing; I would, too, if it weren’t me do­ing the walk­ing. Need the Advil. Where’s my phone? Shit.

“V, where’s my phone?”

“Ugh, I don’t know. Where’s mine? Wait, here.” She hands me her iPhone. “Call your­self.”

I pick it up, turn it on, and erupt in laugh­ter. Even my headache can’t keep this in­side.

“What? What is it? What’s so funny?”

I drop to the floor, not able to con­tain my­self. “It’s. A. Dick. Pic,” I prac­ti­cally scream as I hand her the phone, still gasp­ing for breath from laugh­ing so hard. I’m too old for this shit.

“Ah­hhh. Yeah, I made the right choice not let­ting him come in last night.” Vanessa rolls over to go back to bed. “I love you! Rock that stage!”

I pump my fist in the air and grab the half-drunk bot­tle of cham­pagne on the counter. I chug three Advil with it and do my best to put on more makeup and re-curl my hair. I fi­nally find my phone un­der a pile of gold and sil­ver se­quins, and glance at my­self in the mir­ror. I am a far cry from the woman I was just a few years ago—pack­ing lunches, sched­ul­ing camp, and show­ing up for my chil­dren. It’s not that I don’t still do all those things, but now I’m also pol­ish­ing off day-old bot­tles of cham­pagne in a ho­tel room and my blood­shot eyes show it.

In a way, it helps that I wasn’t asleep very long and my makeup and hair are pretty much in­tact. My cog­ni­tive func­tion? Not so much. I rif­fled through the eight dif­fer­ent dresses I brought, as­sess how bloated I am, and de­cide that red is a good choice.

“Vanessa, how do I look?”

But Vanessa is passed back out. I opt to carry my heels and wear my sneak­ers for the walk to the con­ven­tion cen­ter in an at­tempt to work off some of this al­co­hol and also re­frain from break­ing my an­kles. In the el­e­va­tor, I run into an­other con­sul­tant who looks fa­mil­iar. I see from her badge that she’s from Seat­tle, too. She’s also car­ry­ing her shoes, so I guess she must have had a sim­i­lar evening.

“Hey, have we met? You look fa­mil­iar!” I ask her.

“Yeah, I know you. I’m Ser­ena. I’m in Jamie’s down­line. We’re some­where on the same team.” She ges­tic­u­lates play­fully with her hands and smiles. “I saw you at the Sparkle Party last night. How lame was that?”

“So lame!”

I re­mem­ber Ser­ena. We’re “crossline,” which means we’re on the same team with the same up­line, but that up­line splits off at some point, so we don’t have any fi­nan­cial ties to each other. It’s like be­ing sec­ond cousins. I no­tice that we have the same ti­tle. “You’re walk­ing the stage this morn­ing?”

“Yeah, are you?” she asks, eyes open wide. “Want to sit to­gether?”

Great, I’ve found some­one to walk with to­day, since Vanessa is un­der the weather; plus, it’ll be so nice to have a con­ver­sa­tion with some­one who doesn’t make money off me and who I don’t make money off. It’s a dif­fer­ent dy­namic when you don’t have to keep up the whole pos­i­tive “lead­ers al­ways show up” bull­shit.

We ar­rive in the arena, which is filled with con­sul­tants. The mu­sic is blar­ing, and the pro­duc­tion is over the top. We sit in an as­signed area to­ward the front and lis­ten to the morn­ing key­note speaker (more mo­ti­va­tion and grit and courage and blah blah blah). Ser­ena re­moves a flask from her bag and takes a swig, of­fer­ing me some. Oh, Ser­ena, we are go­ing to get along great. It helps that so many peo­ple in MLMs are car­bon copies of each other, cre­at­ing a sense of prox­im­ity even if the friend­ship and sis­ter­hood are func­tion­ing at a su­per­fi­cial level. In re­al­ity, you’re work­ing in an echo cham­ber. But at this mo­ment, I don’t mind the echo cham­ber, as I take a long swig from the flask.

Af­ter some more em­pow­er­ment speak, it’s time for us to walk the stage! Fi­nally. An as­sis­tant guides a group of us through the back of the arena. I fol­low Ser­ena, and some­one in­structs us to walk across the stage when our name is called. It feels so fancy and of­fi­cial. Ser­ena is up first, and then I hear my name on the loud­speaker. I’m handed a white rose, and I wave as I walk across the stage. There is thun­der­ous ap­plause, lights, cam­eras flash­ing. Wow, look at that crowd! I shake hands with the CEO, our field leader Eliz­a­beth, and a few other peo­ple from cor­po­rate I don’t know yet but I’m pretty sure are im­por­tant. My heart is beat­ing so fast. I’m flushed with adren­a­line. I could get used to this. Ser­ena and I hug be­fore we walk back to our seats.

“Con­grats, Emily!” Ser­ena of­fers once we’re off­stage.

“Same to you!”

I wish we had cham­pagne. To cel­e­brate, yes, but also, this hang­over needs a rem­edy. As we walk down the aisle, Becky flags me down. “Con­grats, Em! I got pho­tos!”

“Tag me in one?”

Be­cause did it even hap­pen if there’s no proof on so­cial me­dia?

Al­li­son pops up be­hind her. “Where’s Vanessa?”

Shit.

I pre­tend I don’t hear her ques­tion and wave good­bye as I’m ush­ered down the aisle. I don’t need more guilt trips about how lead­ers show up.

As Ser­ena and I walk back to our seats, I see en­vi­ous con­sul­tants eye­ing us with our lan­yards and roses. We aren’t the mil­lion-dol­lar earn­ers yet, but we are cer­tainly higher in rank than most of the women here. We’ve helped so many oth­ers level up in this busi­ness, and this is our re­ward. In turn, we only have to ig­nore the fact that hun­dreds of other women haven’t lev­eled up, or that it took our bribery to get them there. Right now, though, I have to ad­mit, it feels good to be en­vied.

I sit back down in the au­di­ence and dig through my purse for some Advil. I’m so ex­hausted. But I have to stay to be one of the first (fif­teen thou­sand peo­ple) to find out what the new prod­uct is! Again, the com­pany has us by the prover­bial balls by en­tic­ing us with an­other flashy new thing to ped­dle to our cus­tomers and our down­line (who are also just glo­ri­fied cus­tomers).

New prod­ucts are power for the con­sul­tants and the com­pany, but not in the way you may think. The real com­mod­ity in an MLM is the peo­ple: peo­ple who join, and peo­ple who buy prod­ucts. Money is only ever trans­ferred in one di­rec­tion: up the pyra­mid. The ac­tual prod­ucts? You can get them any­where, over the counter or on­line. The skin­care, hair­care, col­la­gen, and vi­ta­mins are truly noth­ing spe­cial. If you pe­ruse the in­gre­di­ent list, even the most pro­pri­etary items shilled by an MLM have vir­tu­ally iden­ti­cal coun­ter­parts at a lower cost. There are plenty of web­sites that of­fer “dupes” of any MLM prod­uct. The com­pany leads you to be­lieve they are the best, and of course, be­cause you’re only given their stud­ies, their mar­ket­ing ma­te­rial, and their pric­ing in­for­ma­tion, and the sales ben­e­fit you, why would you ques­tion them? Plus, whether you’re an MLM cus­tomer or con­sul­tant, you are locked into a VIP or pre­ferred auto-ship­ment pro­gram that al­most al­ways in­cludes a min­i­mum pur­chase and a fee. These can be ex­tremely dif­fi­cult to change or can­cel, leav­ing con­sumers us­ing prod­ucts they don’t want, or us­ing them longer than they in­tend to. But the prod­ucts are just the bait for the prey: po­ten­tial re­cruits and cus­tomers.

When peo­ple are the com­mod­ity, con­sul­tants want to sell the dream to ev­ery­one, even if it’s not tech­ni­cally pos­si­ble for that dream to be ful­filled. This is why you see and hear so much about the “in­come op­por­tu­nity.” As Robert L. Fitz­Patrick de­scribes in Ponzi­nomics, “The mar­ket has been draw­ing in more peo­ple since MLM started in 1945, and then grew tremen­dously since the mid 1970s. To­day, it in­cludes stu­dents with col­lege debt, se­niors fac­ing moun­tains of med­i­cal bills and dis­ap­pear­ing sav­ings, fam­i­lies with un­bear­able rents, peo­ple al­ready work­ing jobs, im­mi­grants try­ing to sur­vive, and mil­i­tary spouses fac­ing mul­ti­ple de­ploy­ments, among oth­ers. The in­come-op­por­tu­nity mar­ket is ex­plod­ing!”

And the real op­por­tu­nity is the vul­ner­a­ble peo­ple at the heart of these com­pa­nies, many of whom I know are right here with me at the con­ven­tion cen­ter, dream­ing of the mo­ment they, too, might grace the stage to the tune of a white rose and the au­di­ence’s envy.

“Oh, I’m ex­cited!” I say to Ser­ena. “Last year, peo­ple were all over the un­der­eye patches. What do you think it is this year?”

“You mean, you don’t know yet? It’s a hair serum. Sup­posed to be awe­some!” she whis­pers.

“Wait, how do you know that al­ready?” I ask her.

“Oh, my up­line has loose lips. So many of the top earn­ers can’t keep their mouths shut be­cause they want their teams to have an edge.” She laughs and rolls her eyes.

“In­ter­est­ing,” I mut­ter. I’m a lit­tle miffed that I don’t get any in­sider info, but Kim­berly would never threaten her queen sta­tus by giv­ing her lowly court an edge. I’m grow­ing more grate­ful that I ran into Ser­ena this morn­ing.

The stage erupts into more lights and mu­sic. The CEO and pres­i­dent grace the stage, and the new prod­uct is un­veiled. You can feel the en­ergy in the air, and I’m still on that adren­a­line high! Be­ing buzzed and sick isn’t a great combo, but I’m here for it. The cur­tain parts, and the prod­uct is un­veiled. There it is… the new hair serum! It’s greeted with thun­der­ous ap­plause and a smat­ter­ing of con­fetti; it’s like an up­per-crust gen­der re­veal on steroids.

Hon­estly, it prob­a­bly wouldn’t even mat­ter what the prod­uct ac­tu­ally was—peo­ple would be jacked, no mat­ter what.

“A tele­phone book, OH MY GAWD! Sign me up!”

“A plas­tic ruler! My fu­ture is set!”

There’s some­thing about the recipe of ex­haus­tion, obli­ga­tion, and fi­nan­cial pres­sure that makes us all be­lieve the un­veiled ob­ject is a win­ner, even if it’s le­git­i­mately a dud. Fi­nally, the price is an­nounced: “Hurry, get your Con­ven­tion spe­cial pack­age with five serums and a free car­ry­ing bag, only avail­able here, for only $695!”

“Cha-ching!” Ser­ena sings.

Ev­ery year at Con­ven­tion, there is a new prod­uct that’s touted as a “game changer.” And ev­ery MLM does the same thing by un­veil­ing a new ground­break­ing prod­uct. I no­tice that they co­in­ci­den­tally re­tire prod­ucts ev­ery cou­ple of years. One of the game-chang­ing prod­ucts that was out on the ta­ble in the wine bar when I signed up? It’s al­ready been re­tired. I know that prod­ucts get up­graded and im­proved, but it’s hard to take any of them se­ri­ously when they’re “the best thing ever in­vented” one day and ob­so­lete two years later. But it’s com­mon prac­tice in most MLMs be­cause it only works to fur­ther drive the FOMO.

I won­der how long this hyped-up hair serum will be around. Long enough to make the com­pany some money be­fore it moves on to the next thing. And it ben­e­fits the com­pany in ei­ther in­stance. When a prod­uct is dis­con­tin­ued, it causes the con­sul­tants to panic pur­chase for their loyal cus­tomers. When new prod­ucts come out, they tend to “sell out,” prob­a­bly by de­sign, so con­sul­tants and cus­tomers are prepped with credit cards, ready to pur­chase as many as pos­si­ble to avoid miss­ing out. Com­ing up empty-handed af­ter a prod­uct launch is a no-no. MLMs de­pend on con­sumerism, the ob­ses­sion around ac­quir­ing stuff. That’s what draws peo­ple in. Your cur­rent sales force and cus­tomer base need to con­sis­tently be re­made into new cus­tomers. Tweak a serum, re­tire an old prod­uct, and make a new one. Or throw out a pro­mo­tional item or BOGO with pur­chase—what­ever it takes to keep cus­tomers spend­ing, join­ing, and think­ing they’re get­ting the lat­est, great­est thing.

The only peo­ple who will be al­lowed to pur­chase the new prod­uct in the next few weeks will be cur­rent reps. It’s one of the big draws that makes so many of us open our wal­lets to come to Con­ven­tion in the first place, and a huge re­cruit­ing tool to get new con­sul­tants on board. Com­mis­sion-wise, Con­ven­tion months are al­ways the big­gest months; pay­checks are sky high. So, who is the cus­tomer? Pur­chases are all com­ing from peo­ple al­ready en­rolled in the MLM. And sure, it’s a way to en­tice in­ter­ested peo­ple to join (“Hey, you can only get this amaz­ing phone book if you’re a con­sul­tant!”), but at the end of the day, the cha-ching is com­ing from con­sul­tants, not re­tail cus­tomers. And con­sul­tants buy it be­cause they are told, “You can’t sell what you aren’t us­ing!” and shamed for not in­vest­ing in their busi­ness if they don’t buy the hot new prod­uct. I should know—it’s some­thing I was told and some­thing I re­peated.

But dang—$695? The only op­tion, of course, is a huge bun­dle, so I am go­ing to have to put this on a credit card. I feel like I should get more than one, since the peo­ple at home who didn’t come to Con­ven­tion won’t be able to get them for a while. And some of the mil­lion-dol­lar earn­ers have had this in their hands for months, so they’re way ahead of the game. Ser­ena and I race to the expo to pur­chase this shit, and I feel dizzy. It’s so hot, and the crowds are al­most suf­fo­cat­ing. I don’t know how I’m go­ing to stay up for the gala tonight.

We el­bow through more crowds, stand in line for our prod­ucts, and fi­nally, fi­nally make it to the front. Ser­ena and I hand our credit cards over at check­out, and I see June.

“Lead­ers Lounge!” she yells at me.

Oh, that’s right! An­other perk! Maybe this one won’t suck. Ser­ena over­hears and adds, “Oh yeah, I think they have cham­pagne.”

Sold.

We gather our bags, find our way to the Lead­ers Lounge, and wait in line again, though this one isn’t quite as mis­er­ably long as the oth­ers. We grab cham­pagne (we take two apiece) from the tray and find a spot to sit.

“I’m ex­hausted,” June says. Mandy and Carly nod in agree­ment. “But I can’t wait to try this serum! I should take a be­fore pic­ture!”

Good point, I think to my­self. Time to look at my so­cial me­dia feed and up­date some things. From the scroll, this looks like the life. There are tagged and fil­tered pho­tos of me in the Bling Suite, at the Sparkle Party, in a pedi­cab, and walk­ing the stage. I add a quick snap of my feet up in the Lead­ers Lounge. I can’t help but gig­gle at what you can’t see in the pic­tures: the long lines, the ex­haus­tion, the early morn­ings try­ing to get my makeup per­fect in or­der to walk the walk and talk the talk, the rogue dick pic, the credit-card bills, the pound­ing headache, and the stress of plan­ning how to get my team to pur­chase this ex­pen­sive-ass prod­uct. I scroll past a pic­ture of Han­nah, whom I haven’t seen yet to­day, and my heart sinks when I re­al­ize she isn’t go­ing to be able to af­ford this. Con­ven­tion prac­ti­cally broke the bank for her. Maybe I’ll pur­chase an ex­tra one for her, too. Af­ter all, you can’t sell what you don’t use.

Be­fore-and-af­ter pics are al­ready be­ing posted, prob­a­bly from the ladies who had ad­vance ac­cess. These same peo­ple have been tout­ing the ben­e­fits of our prod­ucts from day one, and now this has sud­denly changed their hair? Smoke. And. Mir­rors. But I oblige and dig out the crap­pi­est pic­ture of my hair I can find so I can make my own be­fore-and-af­ter. I need to make sure ev­ery­one on the team is do­ing the same and prep­ping their wal­lets for this prod­uct. I take to my team Face­book page:


The new prod­uct is here, ladies! For those of you who didn’t make the in­vest­ment in Con­ven­tion, you’ll have to wait un­til next week, but MAKE A PLAN to in­vest in your­self and your busi­ness! In the mean­time, here’s your home­work for the week:


	Post an in­spi­ra­tional quote or photo.

	Take your be­fore photo.

	Add ten Face­book friends.

	Send five mes­sages.

	Post a prod­uct photo and a life­style photo.

	Do one hour of per­sonal de­vel­op­ment read­ing!



You’ve got this, ladies! Re­mem­ber, this is more than a busi­ness—this is a ve­hi­cle of change, for what­ever you want in your life. You were given this op­por­tu­nity for a rea­son.



No shame in pass­ing along some in­spi­ra­tion. I con­sider adding “from God,” but even I can’t go there. I take an­other swig of cham­pagne, then grab my bag and at­tempt to qui­etly head to­ward the exit.

“Where are you go­ing?” Ser­ena asks.

“Can’t sell what you don’t use! I’m go­ing to head back to the expo to pur­chase more Con­ven­tion spe­cials.”

She nods and joins me.

She gets it, I think to my­self, feel­ing pride in this re­cent ad­di­tion to my sis­ter­hood.



[image: Image]



“Lick­ing” Things to Claim Them as Your Own [image: ]


I joined an MLM for books be­cause I didn’t think it was as “bad” as all the oth­ers. Once I ac­tu­ally got into it, I re­al­ized I wasn’t mak­ing much money be­cause I wasn’t re­cruit­ing any­one. I tried but it made me feel icky, and I was com­pet­ing with my up­line since our so­cial cir­cles over­lapped and she’d al­ready got­ten to ev­ery­one be­fore I could! I also was made to feel guilty when I bought books from any other com­pany. It made no sense to me. I just hated how black and white it was. I quit be­fore the year was up, and it re­ally strained my re­la­tion­ship with the friend who re­cruited me.

—ALANA, for­mer MLM rep



Sit­ting on the most un­com­fort­able, crunchy ex­am­i­na­tion-ta­ble pa­per, I flip through my phone and browse my long prospects list. Of course, I work dur­ing a doc­tor’s ap­point­ment! Can’t let a lit­tle doc fol­low-up get in the way of my boss­babe game. Plus, my doc­tor also hap­pens to be one of my prospects, so I’m killing sev­eral birds with one stone here.

My prospect list is more of a run­ning scan of Face­book Mes­sen­ger: Check who has ig­nored my mes­sage, send a quick “mak­ing sure you saw this” nudge, push to sched­ule a call with those who’ve re­sponded, and fol­low up with those who have ex­pressed even the re­motest in­ter­est. Easy peasy! Copy and paste, copy and paste.

Some­thing stops my scroll im­me­di­ately—a no­ti­fi­ca­tion about a new post from a lo­cally fa­mous hair­styl­ist I fol­low. She’s a dream-teamer, for sure. I hop over to her page to see what she posted. My jaw drops when I read: “Hi, all! Want to learn more about Re­juvinat! If I have any fol­low­ers who are reps, please mes­sage me!”

OMG, SHUT UP. I prac­ti­cally leap off the ta­ble. This is huge. I need to think of a good in here; she has over 100K fol­low­ers, so she’s gonna get so many mes­sages. How do I stand out? Phew, I’ll have to think about this. Too much pres­sure in the doc­tor’s of­fice. In the mean­time, I de­cide it’s a per­fect op­por­tu­nity to show­case how I can work from any­where and lean back to take a selfie, when the doc­tor walks in. Awk­ward.

“Hi! Sorry to keep you wait­ing,” she stam­mers. She looks se­ri­ous.

“No wor­ries, I was just catch­ing up on a lit­tle work.” Here we go—never pass up an op­por­tu­nity to show… the op­por­tu­nity. Shit, maybe that’s why she called me in to­day! Who knows?

She doesn’t waste any time be­fore telling me, “Un­for­tu­nately, I have some bad news, Emily. Your re­sults came back, and they show ma­lig­nancy.”

Wait. What? I stare blankly. She looks down at her chart and looks back at me, wait­ing for what she said to reg­is­ter, though I’m not quite al­low­ing it to sink in. Um, we were look­ing for ma­lig­nancy? My mind is still stuck on her be­ing my new­est busi­ness part­ner.

“Are you say­ing it’s… can­cer?” I ask, hop­ing she will cor­rect me and say, “Nooooo, not that,” but she sim­ply nods.

“Yes, I’m sorry. Luck­ily, we caught it very early and it should be an easy surgery. I’m go­ing to re­fer you to a spe­cial­ist, an on­col­o­gist, so I can’t say any­thing for cer­tain, but in my ex­pe­ri­ence, I don’t think you should ex­pect any ad­di­tional treat­ment, chemo, or any­thing. You’re very lucky.”

She just said on­col­o­gist and surgery and chemo and lucky in the same sen­tence. How did we get here? A few weeks ago, I came in for a flu shot and she men­tioned it had been a while since my last pap, and now I’m sit­ting here be­ing di­ag­nosed with cer­vi­cal can­cer?

This has re­ally taken a turn. I can’t process the enor­mity of what I’ve just been given, and I’m still think­ing of how to spin it to ask if I can put a dis­play of my prod­ucts in her of­fice.

Af­ter some more con­ver­sa­tion, pa­per­work, and phone calls, I leave the of­fice, stunned. I start to make prepa­ra­tions for who I’m go­ing to tell first and how I’m go­ing to jug­gle all the things. Luck­ily, with our new au pair, who joined the fam­ily in the last year, it will be much eas­ier. It’s been ex­tremely help­ful since my team has grown and my work­load has in­creased. I also got an as­sis­tant, thanks to Becky’s (al­beit un­so­licited) rec­om­men­da­tion, so I can fo­cus on be­ing the face of the busi­ness and spend less time on the busy­work. Doesn’t stop me from need­ing to be on my phone as much, un­for­tu­nately. And now, I won­der how I can be the face of the busi­ness from a hos­pi­tal bed. This will be the true test of how “flex­i­ble” this busi­ness ac­tu­ally is.

In an MLM, you are ex­pected to work from any­where be­cause that’s part of the draw, sold as a perk when you join, but work­ing from any­where ac­tu­ally means work­ing from ev­ery­where. Sit­ting at home with the kids? Send some mes­sages! Have a lunch break? Do some re­cruit­ing! I can’t tell you the num­ber of times I saw pho­tos of peo­ple proudly “work­ing” from doc­tors’ of­fices, like the selfie I just took, but also hos­pi­tal beds while in la­bor, at wed­dings (some­times, their own), in traf­fic, even at fu­ner­als! The al­lure of be­ing able to work from any­where be­comes the bur­den of be­ing re­quired to be on call 24/7.

And the “work” is gen­er­ally re­ferred to by the com­pany and our up­lines in MLM as “in­come-pro­duc­ing ac­tiv­ity,” which is com­i­cal, be­cause very lit­tle of it ac­tu­ally pro­duces in­come. Some­times, it in­cludes phone calls or text mes­sages mak­ing ac­tual sales, get­ting credit-card in­for­ma­tion, sell­ing prod­ucts, or do­ing con­tent mar­ket­ing. The rest? Sit­ting on point­less Zoom “train­ings” with up­lines or cor­po­rate, and ei­ther be­ing bul­lied for not do­ing enough or hav­ing sun­shine blown up your ass for how amaz­ing this busi­ness is and be­ing told why you need to stay plugged in. Other “busi­ness ac­tiv­i­ties” in­clude send­ing mes­sages, post­ing self­ies and self-con­grat­u­la­tory mo­ti­va­tional mis­sives, adding friends on so­cial me­dia, watch­ing a so-called train­ing video, or read­ing a per­sonal de­vel­op­ment book. Maybe the be­hav­ior will even­tu­ally lead to a sale, or maybe not, but it cer­tainly should not be called in­come-pro­duc­ing be­cause it’s com­pletely un­paid ac­tiv­ity.

And it makes sense, be­cause just like the time spent at Con­ven­tion and other re­ten­tion events, the more time you spin, do­ing busy­work that makes you feel like you’re mak­ing a real im­pact, the less time you have to ques­tion the sys­tem. The more in­doc­tri­na­tion and time spent in prox­im­ity with peo­ple who you come to be­lieve are your friends, the less likely you are to want to leave. Spend­ing ev­ery wak­ing minute on work (paid or not) ben­e­fits the or­ga­ni­za­tion as well, be­cause it’s a mar­ket­ing tac­tic that en­ables them to use reps to am­plify their mes­sage.

It should be no sur­prise, given the im­por­tance of my busi­ness, that the next per­son I call, just a few short days af­ter talk­ing with my fam­ily and my on­col­o­gist, is Becky.

“Oh, Em. I’m so sorry,” Becky sobs over the phone be­fore her voice quickly turns high-pitched as she tries, per usual, to put a pos­i­tive spin on things. “You know Kayla, re­mem­ber her, on Al­li­son’s team? She had cer­vi­cal can­cer, and she’s to­tally fine now!”

“I know.” I ap­pre­ci­ate the vote of con­fi­dence. I ac­tu­ally feel much more at ease af­ter talk­ing with my on­col­o­gist. I have a pretty sim­ple surgery sched­uled next month, and I am cau­tiously op­ti­mistic that I will put it all be­hind me.

“Plus, think about the down­time. I mean, you’re just sit­ting there, right? You can still mes­sage and make phone calls!” she sings through the phone.

There it is! My first in­stinct is to tell her to go fuck her­self, be­cause again, my in­tu­ition is right—work should be the last thing on my mind. But in­stead, I ac­tu­ally think, Good point.

“You know,” Becky con­tin­ues be­fore I can re­spond, “this could be re­ally good for your busi­ness.”

“What? How so?” I am try­ing to fig­ure out how can­cer, surgery, or a lit­tle down­time for phone calls can be good for any­thing.

“Re­mem­ber last year when that one lady’s hus­band died—what was her name… Jessa? Lives in Lou­i­si­ana.”

I vaguely re­mem­ber. Al­though I don’t know Jessa, ev­ery­one in Re­juvinat sent their love and posted about her.

“I mean, her busi­ness blew up af­ter,” Becky con­tin­ues. “So many peo­ple pur­chased out of sym­pa­thy. And not just from her—tons of peo­ple in the com­pany were able to cap­i­tal­ize on it!”

Sym­pa­thy? Cap­i­tal­ize? Yikes. My ini­tial feel­ing is cringe. It feels a lit­tle… ex­ploita­tive, maybe. I don’t know if I’m com­fort­able with that. But Becky hasn’t led me astray yet. And I do re­mem­ber how much love and sup­port sur­rounded Jessa. It couldn’t hurt, right? My wheels start turn­ing… Maybe I can do some sort of fundraiser?

“Ac­tu­ally,” I of­fer, notic­ing a header on some of my hos­pi­tal pa­per­work, “Jan­u­ary is Cer­vi­cal Can­cer Aware­ness Month. What if I do­nated a por­tion of ev­ery sale to can­cer re­search or some­thing?”

“Ge­nius!” Becky squeals. “I’ll throw in some do­na­tions, too!”

Ob­vi­ously, it’s an added bonus for her, since she gets a cut of all those sales, any­way; she’s no dummy.

If you look around Face­book be­fore/dur­ing/af­ter any hol­i­day, na­tional dis­as­ter, pan­demic, so­cial in­jus­tice, you’re guar­an­teed to see it: an MLM promo or party that “ben­e­fits” a char­ity or non­profit, with a per­cent­age of com­mis­sion or cash do­na­tion that is at­tached to a prod­uct’s sale.

“Buy my es­sen­tial oil and I’ll do­nate $20 to the vic­tims of the hur­ri­cane!”

“Sign up as a cus­tomer and I’ll give 10 per­cent of your sale to the Red Cross!”

“For ev­ery ten sales of self-tan­ner, I’ll give $50 to the Chris­tian Chil­dren’s Fund!”

Now, the in­ten­tion of rolling char­ity into MLM par­ties or pro­mo­tions is not a bad one, but the im­ple­men­ta­tion is where things get ques­tion­able. It’s not like the women in MLMs don’t care about hur­ri­cane re­lief or Chris­tian funds; they do, with all their boss­babe hearts. And it’s not to say that these do­na­tions are fraud­u­lent; I’m sure many of the reps who of­fer these fundrais­ers make good on them. How­ever, forc­ing some­one to buy a prod­uct in or­der to con­trib­ute to a char­i­ta­ble cause sets up a host of moral and eth­i­cal is­sues. Ask any non­profit and they’ll tell you they pre­fer di­rect fi­nan­cial do­na­tions. If a pur­chase of a non-do­nat­able item is re­quired, there is al­ways an ul­te­rior mo­tive at play. And even if reps claim to be do­nat­ing their com­mis­sion, por­tions of ev­ery sin­gle sale will still move up­line, to the spon­sor above them, the one above them, and the com­pany it­self.

Not to men­tion, all sales help a rep “rank up” in the com­pany. Even the good in­ten­tions aren’t that good; the fact that they are usu­ally self-serv­ing is hid­den in the claim of char­ity. Ev­ery time a cus­tomer or a rep buys a prod­uct, whether they buy it with their own money or do­nated money, the MLM still gets pub­lic­ity by ad­ver­tis­ing the fundraiser in the first place.

William Keep, a pro­fes­sor of mar­ket­ing at The Col­lege of New Jer­sey who has stud­ied MLMs ex­ten­sively, be­lieves do­na­tion pushes are used as a mar­ket­ing tool by dis­trib­u­tors to main­tain pur­chase vol­ume. “The car­rot that’s be­ing held out here is that we’re help­ing peo­ple who need to be helped,” he says. “When a per­son do­nates money for some­one to make a pur­chase from an MLM, they are ac­tu­ally sup­port­ing the prof­its of the par­ent firm, not the char­ity or­ga­ni­za­tion.”

Even though most com­pa­nies will say they look down on us­ing nat­u­ral dis­as­ters or states of emer­gency as a means to pro­mote busi­nesses or sales, reps con­sis­tently con­tinue to hide be­hind fundrais­ers to line their own pock­ets, as long as they state that their par­ent com­pany doesn’t en­dorse it. Af­ter all, reps are in­de­pen­dent con­trac­tors, not em­ploy­ees, so there is no over­sight or guid­ance on how they should or should not take ad­van­tage of cri­sis sit­u­a­tions un­der the guise of a “gen­er­ous spirit.”

The re­al­ity is, if I wanted $20 to go to cer­vi­cal-can­cer re­search, I could ask peo­ple to do­nate di­rectly to or­ga­ni­za­tions that sup­port it. But by re­quir­ing a pur­chase and at­tach­ing a do­na­tion to it (not to men­tion my own per­sonal story to re­ally pull at the heart­strings), I was help­ing my­self, Becky, and the com­pany. I saw it as a win-win-win—but in hind­sight, it was du­plic­i­tous as fuck.

“Okay, Becky, I’ll work out the de­tails. Talk to you soon.”

Though I’ve had enough can­cer talk for the last few weeks, the call with Becky ac­tu­ally gives me some­thing to look for­ward to—I’m go­ing to turn these can­cer cells into a sell­ing point! But be­tween doc­tors’ ap­point­ments, meal trains, worst-case sce­nar­ios, it’s been a lot, and I haven’t even told my cus­tomers or the rest of my team yet. All that can wait. Next on the agenda: I need to for­mu­late my very thought-out re­sponse to Madi­son, the fab­u­lously fa­mous hair­dresser on Face­book. Quite some time has gone by, and I see hun­dreds of com­ments on her post (even though she said for peo­ple to mes­sage her—can’t they read?), so I hope she hasn’t al­ready moved on from the topic. Maybe I can use the rea­son for my de­lay as part of my mes­sage. Hmm. I rack my brain be­fore ref­er­enc­ing some scripts, edit­ing for a while, and fi­nally, click­ing Send on the fol­low­ing mes­sage:


Hi Madi­son. I couldn’t help but no­tice your post. I have fol­lowed you for a long time and love your work. I saw your pho­to­shoot in Seat­tle Bride Mag­a­zine, and it was in­cred­i­ble. I live in Seat­tle, too! I’d love to have a phone con­ver­sa­tion with you if pos­si­ble, or per­haps cof­fee? I also wanted to apol­o­gize for get­ting back to you a few days af­ter I in­tended. I saw your mes­sage in the doc­tor’s of­fice just as I got an un­for­tu­nate can­cer di­ag­no­sis! But it’s one rea­son I’m so grate­ful that I run my own busi­ness and can work from any­where! Our prod­uct launch from last Con­ven­tion was in­cred­i­ble (per­haps you saw it), and with a net­work like yours, I can only imag­ine how far you could take this! A cap­tive au­di­ence of peo­ple who love hair and makeup? I’m sure you’ve re­ceived tons of mes­sages, but if mine res­onates with you, let me know, I’d love to chat. Emily



Smart? Maybe. Too much? Prob­a­bly. Ma­nip­u­la­tive? Def­i­nitely.

But like my up­line al­ways told me, do what­ever it takes; if they can join any­one, make them want to join you. And this is based in sci­ence: the dopamine hit that comes with the thrill of the chase. Lisa Earle McLeod writes in the Forbes ar­ti­cle “Is Your Sales Team Ad­dicted to Dopamine?” that dopamine, the neu­ro­trans­mit­ter con­trol­ling your brain’s re­ward and plea­sure cen­ter, is as­so­ci­ated with chas­ing a de­sired ob­ject, which in this case is Madi­son. But it fades quickly, leav­ing you want­ing more. In fact, too much dopamine can make you fran­tic. So when you pri­or­i­tize get­ting a dopamine hit over last­ing pur­pose and im­pact (ac­tu­ally mak­ing a dif­fer­ence and con­nect­ing with peo­ple), you’re more likely to have trans­ac­tional re­la­tion­ships, lack of strate­gic think­ing, and eth­i­cal lapses. Which is why, in that mo­ment, I’m okay with this tacky mes­sage for the sake of the sale.

Holy shit, I can see she’s typ­ing al­ready! I sit up with an­tic­i­pa­tion as the lit­tle bub­bles pop up on the screen.

“Emily, I’d love to chat. I have re­ceived tons of mes­sages, but I was drawn to yours. I’m so sorry about your di­ag­no­sis. Let me know when you’re free.”

Damn! Becky was right. When you’re re­cruit­ing from the same pool of peo­ple, you have to stand out. This could be a gold mine!

Celebri­ties or high-pro­file peo­ple who join MLMs have an easy in. They al­ready have a cap­tive au­di­ence of de­voted fans—an au­to­matic dirt list—who will likely pur­chase any­thing and ev­ery­thing they rec­om­mend. A very fa­mous celebrity joined Re­juvinat shortly af­ter I did and she hit the top of the pyra­mid al­most im­me­di­ately, earn­ing the com­pany car and ev­ery trip, seem­ingly with­out lift­ing a fin­ger. The rea­son for this is a sad one: Peo­ple sim­ply wanted to join her team so they could be closer to her, to say they worked with and knew her. And they would pay any­thing to do it. “Buy a $2,000 kit? Spend money on a re­treat I can’t af­ford? Well, as long as I get to hang out with [XYZ celebrity]!” It’s in­flu­encer cul­ture at its most ex­ploita­tive be­cause you aren’t just buy­ing a rec­om­mended prod­uct so they get a cut; you’re join­ing a com­mer­cial cult. This is truly the can­ni­bal­iza­tion of a cur­rent busi­ness, fol­low­ing, or fan base.

But as I’ve dis­cussed, the real money is made in re­cruit­ing. If some­one thinks they know you, and they like and trust you, your en­dorse­ment likely won’t need much fact-check­ing on their part. Af­ter all, why would you buy some eye cream from a su­per­star celebrity when you could be on her team and di­rectly as­so­ciate with her? Celebri­ties are used to le­git­imize the busi­ness op­por­tu­nity for peo­ple in the sys­tem, and of­ten, they are mis­quoted. It’s eas­ier to share a meme than it is to fact-check.

I set up a cof­fee date with Madi­son and check my to-do list. I’ve been so con­sumed with the can­cer di­ag­no­sis that I’ve been putting things on the back burner, re­mem­ber­ing that I need to re­turn a call from our re­gional man­ager, Seth. Even with­out Madi­son (yet), my num­bers are big. Thank­fully, my en­tire team bought the Con­ven­tion of­fers, so my vol­ume has al­most dou­bled, and my pay­checks have grown yet again. Seat­tle has be­come such a hot Re­juvinat growth area, thanks to my team and Ser­ena’s team, that cor­po­rate is putting on an­other biz op—this time, foot­ing the bill—and I am be­ing asked to speak at it again!

I make sure the kids are quiet and put my new head­set on to get CEO-ready.

“Hi, Seth, Emily re­turn­ing your call.”

“Emily, great to hear from you. How are you?” the smooth-talk­ing fel­low from cor­po­rate re­sponds.

“I’m great. You?” Damn, I sound like a boss.

“Well, I’m awe­some, and I have to say, huge con­grat­u­la­tions on the growth we’re see­ing in Seat­tle! Since we’re host­ing the biz op in Wood­inville on Sat­ur­day morn­ing, as an ex­tra bonus, we’re fly­ing some of the top lead­ers in for a fun wine-tast­ing tour af­ter­ward. We want to show­case the up-and-com­ing growth ar­eas. You should be proud!”

“Thank you so much. I’m flat­tered!”

Wow. This is huge. I get to sell the dream on a much larger scale. And some of the big­ger higher-ups are go­ing to be there, too, in­clud­ing Kim­berly. The best part? My new bud, Ser­ena, has also been cho­sen to speak. We are be­ing show­cased as the up-and-com­ing area of growth.

“We’ll even cover your ho­tel that evening, so you can get a night away! You earned it!” he shares, en­thused, as though he’s giv­ing me a $10,000 raise.

“Thank you, Seth, I can­not wait. See you soon.”

I hang up the phone and am beam­ing. I still can’t be­lieve what I’ve been able to ac­com­plish in a cou­ple short years. Seat­tle was barely on the map when I joined, and now it’s a hot spot!

The phrase high-growth area is some­thing I’ve heard many times in the past few years. “Los An­ge­les is boom­ing! Join dur­ing this huge growth phase!” “De­troit is up and com­ing!” “There are hardly any con­sul­tants in North Car­olina—be part of the huge growth po­ten­tial!” And, of course, “We are open­ing in a new coun­try—un­lim­ited growth po­ten­tial!” Sat­u­ra­tion drives this mar­ket­ing tac­tic, from one town to an­other, and then one coun­try to an­other. While MLMs will say sat­u­ra­tion isn’t a thing, it is.

This is di­rectly con­nected to the I in the BITE Model: in­for­ma­tion con­trol, or us­ing facts and state­ments out of con­text to prove a mis­lead­ing point. (And I should know, since I once led a com­pany-wide train­ing on sat­u­ra­tion. Cringe.) I used the ex­am­ple that there are al­ways peo­ple be­ing born, with 385,000 ba­bies born per day—all po­ten­tial fu­ture cus­tomers. Yes, I did. Of course, my un­paid “train­ing” in­cluded no ac­tual sta­tis­tics, and if I’d done the math, I’d know that those “fu­ture cus­tomers” (aka ba­bies) were still far fewer in num­ber than the con­sul­tants who are prey­ing on them. And they also wouldn’t be ag­ing into po­ten­tial MLM reps for decades to come, but hey, I was think­ing long-term! Clearly, not log­i­cally.

In real-world fran­chises and dis­trib­u­tor­ships, there are pro­tec­tions—con­tracts that de­fine ter­ri­to­ries and mar­kets so there aren’t too many sell­ers or stores in a given area. Even the most suc­cess­ful stores or prod­ucts have a fi­nite mar­ket share. But an MLM will even­tu­ally “hire” too many peo­ple who can­not com­pete be­cause their net­works are al­ready tar­geted by other reps. They ob­scure the sta­tis­tics on growth by sim­ply pro­mot­ing in ar­eas of the coun­try with fewer con­sul­tants, un­til there aren’t any ar­eas for new growth. And if there aren’t any ar­eas of growth in the United States, they launch in a new coun­try! Re­juvinat went big in the United States, and now that most cities are full, we are ex­pand­ing into Canada, Aus­tralia, and Japan. What a lot of peo­ple don’t know is that it’s nec­es­sary be­cause the United States has be­come sat­u­rated.

Fol­low the tra­jec­tory of any MLM and you will see the same thing: Open­ing one coun­try af­ter an­other is meant to keep you be­liev­ing that the com­pany is ac­tu­ally grow­ing. But growth po­ten­tial doesn’t mean the same thing as it does with a tra­di­tional fran­chise or com­pany; it just means there are fewer con­sul­tants than in the most sat­u­rated ar­eas. Be­cause, in the MLM in­dus­try, no­body is man­ag­ing the num­ber of con­sul­tants, in­ven­tory, or mar­ket pen­e­tra­tion to make sure there is suc­cess for all in­volved.

A “nor­mal” com­pany will quit hir­ing when there are enough peo­ple. In MLMs, the more peo­ple who are in­volved, the more suc­cess­ful the com­pany is, re­gard­less of how suc­cess­ful the con­sul­tant is. When Suzy Q buys her busi­ness kit, the com­pany al­ready has her money; they never need her to sell an­other thing, and she’s do­ing free ad­ver­tis­ing for them. It doesn’t mat­ter if she goes broke or loses money. The more peo­ple who join an MLM, the more money the MLM makes, re­gard­less of how many peo­ple in the MLM lose money. And the in­doc­tri­na­tion is so solid that even when peo­ple are los­ing money, there are enough peo­ple singing the com­pany’s praises to drown them out.

Be­fore Ser­ena and Jamie and me, there weren’t too many con­sul­tants in Seat­tle, so now our area is ex­pe­ri­enc­ing “huge growth,” but only be­cause the other pre­vi­ously “hot” mar­kets are all sat­u­rated. Even­tu­ally, the same thing will hap­pen in Seat­tle.

MLMs will tell you that sat­u­ra­tion doesn’t mat­ter, be­cause they don’t draw a dis­tinc­tion be­tween to­tal sat­u­ra­tion and mar­ket sat­u­ra­tion. In a city as small as 100,000 peo­ple, mar­ket sat­u­ra­tion can be reached with only a hand­ful of dis­trib­u­tors. And even if to­tal sat­u­ra­tion may not be reached with that hand­ful, the town could still reach mar­ket sat­u­ra­tion from dis­trib­u­tors from other MLMs, since so many have over­lap­ping re­cruit­ment cam­paigns and prod­uct line­ups. For ex­am­ple, there are thirty MLMs that sell cos­met­ics alone, so if you al­ready have a Mary Kay lady on your block, how well are the Avon lady, Younique pre­sen­ter, Beau­ty­counter rep, and Seint con­sul­tant go­ing to fare? No­body needs that much blush.

Con­sumer Fraud re­port­ing gives a great ex­am­ple—and yes, this is a real ex­am­ple:


The pop­u­la­tion of the United States is about 300,000,000. Let’s say you want to sell a new type of bra; ob­vi­ously not ev­ery­one will want to buy one. That means, out of 300 mil­lion peo­ple, there are about 110 mil­lion who are adult women, your tar­get mar­ket. If you sell the bra at $45 each, you can elim­i­nate most women who are in the lower in­come groups; so now you are down to 50 mil­lion po­ten­tial cus­tomers. Then there is the style. Even with a wildly pop­u­lar style, it still won’t ap­peal to ev­ery­one, so of the re­main­ing 50 mil­lion po­ten­tial cus­tomers, prob­a­bly only half will want it enough to buy one. There­fore, we can rea­son­ably say that the po­ten­tial max­i­mum size of our mar­ket for de­signer bras will be no more than 25 mil­lion women, out of a to­tal pop­u­la­tion of 300 mil­lion peo­ple in the United States. That’s about 1/10 of the pop­u­la­tion, even for some­thing as ba­sic and nec­es­sary as a bra.



MLMs skirt around the sat­u­ra­tion ques­tion be­cause they have such high turnover; many peo­ple quit and don’t re­turn, which re­quires re­place­ment. Robert L. Fitz­Patrick states in The Myth of MLM In­come Op­por­tu­nity that when it comes to MLMs, “the very term ‘growth’ is a lie.” In MLM par­lance, growth does not mean en­large­ment of a cus­tomer base, but rather, re­place­ment of a cus­tomer base. Ev­ery sev­eral years, each MLM’s en­tire so-called sales force, and what­ever “cus­tomers” they may have, quit and never re­turn, usu­ally af­ter los­ing money. They must be en­tirely re­placed, so “growth” sim­ply means re­cruit­ing more peo­ple than the num­ber who quit year over year. Those who quit likely won’t come back, while new con­sul­tants will join on the prom­ise of “un­lim­ited in­come” and “busi­ness op­por­tu­nity.” MLMs are ex­empt from fed­eral dis­clo­sure rules that ap­ply to other busi­nesses, so they do not dis­close dropout rates, and thus, the col­lec­tive re­place­ment of con­sul­tants is con­sid­ered growth, re­gard­less of the larger num­ber of peo­ple who are suc­ceed­ing, fail­ing, or quit­ting.

But in that mo­ment, I am the queen bee of the hot mar­ket, and I’m tak­ing ad­van­tage of this sit­u­a­tion and get­ting an overnight stay out of it. Though Kale’s early warn­ing that it’s not sus­tain­able still rings in my ear from time to time, my pay­checks have only been in­creas­ing ($8,000 last month!), and I have my perks (more purses, jew­elry, and trips). Since Vanessa has started her new job—an awe­some sales po­si­tion in a phar­ma­ceu­ti­cal com­pany with travel and an ac­tual pay­check—I can’t in­clude my bestie in these things any­more. But thank­fully, I’ve been happy to have Ser­ena to pal around with. Ser­ena joined for many of the same rea­sons I did: She wanted con­nec­tion, hoped to get re­sults from the prod­ucts, and wanted an out­let from her hus­band and two kids. She was a for­mer mar­ket­ing star and, since hav­ing ba­bies, had dab­bled in a few non­prof­its, but had never re­ally found any­thing that gave her a sense of pur­pose. Now, she I and are dom­i­nat­ing Seat­tle. We are two of a kind.

While it al­ways looks like am­i­ca­ble girl time on so­cial me­dia, there are peo­ple who ac­tu­ally hate ev­ery­one on their team. On my Hawaii trip, other reps shared ter­ri­ble sto­ries of their up­lines pres­sur­ing them to do things like pro­duce events they didn’t want to host, sham­ing them by can­cel­ing their ho­tel reser­va­tions at re­treats to let them know they were no longer wel­come, and even pres­sur­ing them to pray more or at­tend church. The sto­ries I heard con­stantly made me feel grat­i­tude for Becky and so­lid­i­fied the be­lief that I treated my own down­line pretty well. The gos­sip spreads far and wide, and while the truth prob­a­bly lies some­where in the mid­dle, all I know is that I’m lucky I care about the women I’m work­ing with. They’re my friends.

Be­fore I leave, I make the usual lists for the au pair. It’s be­com­ing eas­ier to get away now that I have her, but I’m also spend­ing less time with my kids and my hus­band, and I re­ally don’t need to talk much about lo­gis­tics any­more, which is both a good thing and a bad thing, es­pe­cially if we don’t have any­thing else to talk about. Luck­ily, the more money I bring home, the less strain we have on our fi­nances and the calmer the house­hold. My drink­ing is still a com­mon topic, which will make ex­plain­ing this wine-tast­ing week­end dif­fi­cult, but it’s for busi­ness! I’m sure Kale will be proud that I’m be­ing show­cased.

Ser­ena and I de­cide to make an en­tire day of it on our way to Wood­inville, tak­ing an early morn­ing Uber. One hour and two bot­tles of wine later, we’ve strate­gized, com­pared notes and down­lines, and fig­ured out how, be­tween the two of us, we can con­tinue to take Seat­tle by storm. It’s so nice to have a friend who un­der­stands the busi­ness (and is am­bi­tious in it!) but doesn’t have a fi­nan­cial link to me since she’s not in my up­line or down­line, so I don’t have to worry about fak­ing it all the time.

We set­tle in for our biz op, and if I do say so my­self, Ser­ena and I daz­zle, even af­ter the early morn­ing wine “tast­ing.” This is the big­gest group of guests we’ve ever had—more than 250 women in the au­di­ence! Peo­ple are eat­ing this stuff up, and both of our teams are grow­ing like gang­busters. We en­ter­tain and an­swer ques­tions as our celeb sta­tus grows big­ger by the day. Both of our teams add sev­eral team mem­bers and dozens of cus­tomers.

Af­ter the biz op ends, it’s time for fun! We check into our rooms, which are over the top: crys­tal chan­de­liers, full mini bars, huge soak­ing tubs. I text Ser­ena from my room: “THIS IS AMAZ­ING!” There are gifts and cards; Becky, Al­li­son, and a few of my other up­line lead­ers sent me choco­late-cov­ered straw­ber­ries, and the cor­po­rate of­fice gave me a pass­port holder that reads, “Go­ing Places,” at­tached to the Re­juvinat logo. I don’t waste any time tak­ing a photo with my new gifts and post­ing it on so­cial me­dia: “I love get­ting spoiled by cor­po­rate!”

I post it and see that Ser­ena has posted a very sim­i­lar one. Great minds.

We load into the tour bus and meet the other lead­ers, who were flown in for the cel­e­bra­tion. We spend the day wine tast­ing and rub­bing el­bows with mil­lion-dol­lar earn­ers, ad­mir­ing their shoes and jew­elry. More stud­ded heels, di­a­monds, and lots, I mean lots, of Chanel. I feel like this is a vi­sion board come to life. We min­gle with cor­po­rate and chat with the other con­sul­tants, who are all gush­ing about our “grow­ing mar­ket” and ask­ing for tips and tricks. Wait, the mil­lion-dol­lar earn­ers are ask­ing us for ad­vice? Pinch me! The only one who is seem­ingly not im­pressed is Kim­berly. You’d think she’d be hap­pier, con­sid­er­ing she makes money off both me and Ser­ena, but it’s clear that she doesn’t like the spot­light be­ing taken away from her. She barely talks to us the en­tire day.

Af­ter the third or fourth win­ery (who can keep count?), we all gather around a ta­ble at the fi­nal stop for din­ner. The din­ing room is beau­ti­fully dec­o­rated, with nametags on ev­ery place set­ting. A small de­signer makeup bag with each of our ini­tials sits on the plate. So sweet! I’m a lit­tle fuzzy at this point. Ser­ena and I look at each other across the room, and I see that she’s fad­ing a bit, too. We just need to get through the evening. I give her a thumbs-up, and she feigns a smile and blinks widely.

Seth from cor­po­rate gives a speech around the ta­ble and in­tro­duces a few of the other cor­po­rate VPs in at­ten­dance. Af­ter some more talk­ing, in­tro­duc­ing, ass-kiss­ing, and (fi­nally) eat­ing, the VP of sales stands and clinks his cham­pagne glass as the wait­ress pours an­other round. Ho boy. I don’t need any more, but who am I to turn down a toast?

“We are let­ting you all know first, be­cause you are the top lead­ers in the com­pany—” At this point, I’m blush­ing… or am I just hav­ing a hot flash from drink­ing so much? Not sure. “We just found out to­day that af­ter be­ing num­ber two for the last three years, we are now the num­ber-one well­ness com­pany in the United States!” The room erupts in ap­plause. High-fives, screams, cack­les—these chicks go ab­so­lutely nuts. I stand up and wob­ble, so I im­me­di­ately sit back down again and clap from my seat. I see Ser­ena is do­ing the same. She puts her in­dex fin­ger in the air and mouths, “We’re num­ber one!” I laugh, re­al­iz­ing I can see two of her.

You will of­ten see MLMs tout their sta­tus as num­ber one.

“We are the num­ber-one skin­care line!”

“We are num­ber one in the pre­mium hair­care in­dus­try!”

“We are the num­ber-one leisure ap­parel com­pany!”

Sounds im­pres­sive, right? Es­pe­cially since they’re gen­er­ally stacked up against na­tional de­part­ment-store brands. But it isn’t as im­pres­sive as it sounds, since those “num­ber-one” fig­ures are rev­enue, not profit. And when a com­pany has hun­dreds of thou­sands of con­sul­tants, who are re­quired to buy prod­uct monthly to stay com­mis­sion­able, and are hyped and pres­sured to buy the new­est “game changer” at ev­ery turn, and are re­quired to buy prod­ucts to join, then no shit! Of course rev­enue is go­ing to be through the roof! As my or­ga­ni­za­tion grew, of course there were new cus­tomers, but the huge ma­jor­ity of sales were from the team of pre­vi­ously en­rolled con­sul­tants. The re­al­ity is, the con­sul­tants are the cus­tomers in an MLM. I re­mem­ber why I’m here in the first place, be­cause of the Con­ven­tion prod­uct that my en­tire team pur­chased, push­ing my com­mis­sion (and Ser­ena’s) into over­drive and help­ing to make Seat­tle a “hot mar­ket.” I am skep­ti­cal of num­ber-one sta­tus, but it sounds good, and it’s cer­tainly some­thing with which to gild my posts and make them pop. I raise my glass and think, This could be what gets me my car.

Ser­ena and I might be go­ing places, but the next place we need to go is bed.



I WAKE UP HOR­RIDLY HUN­GOVER. I ex­pected this, but also, shit. I can’t quite re­mem­ber the end of the night. What hap­pened af­ter the toast? Did we take the bus back to our ho­tel or walk? This is my ho­tel, right? Yes. Okay, I guess we got home safely. I look at the bed and there are brown stains ev­ery­where. At first, I won­der if I got so drunk that I shit my­self, but thank­fully, it’s just melted choco­late and straw­ber­ries I must have eaten when I got back, when­ever that was. I pick up my phone and see a missed call from Becky and one from Al­li­son, prob­a­bly to hear about how amaz­ing the day was yes­ter­day. I see Face­book no­ti­fi­ca­tions—oh, I’ve been tagged in pho­tos, yay! Let’s see! Oh no. Oh God. Drunk pho­tos. FROM KIM­BERLY!

Noooo! Why would you post these, Kim­berly? The more I scroll, the worse it gets. There’s a photo of me sit­ting on the lap of our VP of sales… smok­ing a cig­a­rette? When did that hap­pen and where did I get a cig­a­rette? And Ser­ena and I with our arms around the COO, do­ing shots? This is a night­mare. Shit! I text the pic­tures to Ser­ena and get an im­me­di­ate phone call.

Ser­ena is pan­icked, just like me. “We are so screwed.”

I try to pass the blame: “They pumped us full of al­co­hol all day long—what did they ex­pect? Ugh. Why would Kim­berly post these?”

“Be­cause she’s a jeal­ous bitch and we up­staged her,” Ser­ena says with­out tak­ing a breath. “And look at all these sight­see­ing pho­tos, and all the other pho­tos at the biz op—she didn’t do any of this shit. She was in her ho­tel room get­ting her hair and makeup done. She never comes out of her room at these things. It’s all for show; she’d never min­gle with the help. And now, she’s just try­ing to make us look like drunk ass­holes. Which we kinda were, but let’s be real—ev­ery­one knows those aren’t the pho­tos you post pub­licly un­less you’re try­ing to hu­mil­i­ate some­one. Fuck. Her.”

“All right, I’ll just ask her to un-tag us or delete the pho­tos. I can’t imag­ine many peo­ple have seen them yet.” Then, I re­mem­ber the missed calls from Becky and Al­li­son, and re­al­ize why they were prob­a­bly call­ing. Damn it.

“Let’s just pack up and get out of here be­fore any­one sees us. I’ll mes­sage her from the car.” I hop out of bed and start pack­ing.

“Irish good­bye. I’m on it. I’ll meet you in the lobby in ten.”

I don’t know how I power through the hang­over, but I man­age to throw my shit in my overnight bag and get out the door in five. I sneak down­stairs be­fore any­one else, pour­ing my­self a cup of cof­fee by the front desk. As I turn around, I see Kim­berly sit­ting with her Gucci suit­case, star­ing at her phone. I’m not sure if it’s the fumes from the Ne­spresso or the de­hy­dra­tion from the wine, but I feel my cheeks get hot. I march over and stand right in front of her. She looks up, and I can see she for­got to put on one of her fake eye­lashes. It’s not a good look.

“Why would you post those pic­tures of me and Ser­ena?” I blurt. “How would you feel if some­one plas­tered pho­tos of you like that all over so­cial me­dia?”

She puts her phone in her ridicu­lously ex­pen­sive purse and looks up at me, glassy-eyed. “Emily, let’s not make this about me. I would never have a photo of me posted like that, be­cause I would never act that way. If you and Ser­ena want to be at the top, you had bet­ter learn to con­trol your­selves. So un­la­dy­like.” She shakes her head like a dis­ap­pointed par­ent. “You are rep­re­sent­ing the com­pany with that be­hav­ior.”

The fuck? These in­cen­tives and trips and biz ops al­ways turn into drink­ing fests, and while she’s sit­ting here clutch­ing her pearls, plenty of the lead­ers “at the top” get their party on.

I open my mouth to re­spond, but she con­tin­ues, “By the way, I talked to her first.”

Wait, what? “Talked to who? About what? You mean, about last night?” I re­spond, com­pletely con­fused.

“No. Madi­son Barker. The hair­styl­ist? I talked to her first. My as­sis­tant had a phone call sched­uled with her. And yes­ter­day, she can­celed it be­cause she said she was al­ready speak­ing with an­other con­sul­tant. You.” She cocks her head to the side and glares at me while she points her ridicu­lously long fin­ger­nail in my di­rec­tion.

She’s pissed about Madi­son?

I scoff, “Kim­berly, how would I know that you were go­ing to talk to her, or that she would meet with me? I’m one of the zil­lion peo­ple who mes­saged her. That’s not my fault.”

“Hmm. Well, all I know is that Re­juvinat team­mates don’t poach peo­ple from each other.” She picks her phone back up and looks away.

When you work in a busi­ness where profit is based on re­cruit­ing—and is also more than 75 per­cent fe­male—you have a breed­ing ground for turf wars. And jeal­ousy is a weapon that you’re taught to em­ploy; af­ter all, if your friends and fam­ily won’t join you, it can’t be be­cause you’re an­noy­ing—it must be be­cause they are jeal­ous of your suc­cess! So, it makes sense that the same jeal­ousy would pro­lif­er­ate within the or­ga­ni­za­tion. It was a con­stant bitch fest in Mes­sen­ger threads and texts:


“Who talked to that cus­tomer first?”

“Who is closer friends with that per­son?”

“Why did they join that team in­stead of mine?”

“I can’t be­lieve they joined that com­pany in­stead of ours!”



And this should come as no sur­prise be­cause peo­ple are the com­mod­ity; they are the thing be­ing bought and sold. As a rep, you are taught to net­work on ev­ery oc­ca­sion; ev­ery­thing from church to gro­cery shop­ping to work­ing out at the gym is all just op­por­tu­ni­ties to fun­nel peo­ple into your MLM. In this ex­ploita­tive model, fem­i­nin­ity it­self is com­mod­i­fied; women are sell­ing things to per­pet­u­ate a nar­row ideal of wom­an­hood. The celebrity sta­tus and hype in an MLM get to your head, so it’s easy to take that with you to the “out­side world” and as­sume that other peo­ple must want what you have (wine trips, fancy ho­tels, purses, so­cial me­dia fame), and if they don’t, then they’re just jeal­ous. Any­one within the or­ga­ni­za­tion who steps in your path must also be jeal­ous and try­ing to get in your way. Not ex­actly em­pow­er­ing.

When some­one signs up with a dif­fer­ent con­sul­tant, or a dif­fer­ent team, or a dif­fer­ent com­pany, it feels like a per­sonal in­sult, be­cause you have put so much ef­fort into get­ting them in your down­line. It be­comes a fight over de­grees of loy­alty, and sud­denly, the peo­ple you once saw as your col­lab­o­ra­tors have the po­ten­tial to be­come your en­e­mies. Should the cus­tomer be loyal to the con­sul­tant? The con­sul­tant to the com­pany? The con­sul­tants to each other? Of course, sat­u­ra­tion comes into play in this tug-of-war, be­cause when there are so many con­sul­tants in one area, your per­sonal net­work has likely al­ready been swal­lowed by some­one else’s. I had a re­cent con­ver­sa­tion with Han­nah, who was com­plain­ing about this ex­act prob­lem; by the time she be­came a con­sul­tant, most of her dream team and dirt list were al­ready a part of Re­juvinat. I felt for her but brushed off her con­cern with some vic­tim blam­ing; af­ter all, she should have joined sooner!

Re­gard­less of how close you are to some­one, or how many times you talk to or mes­sage them, you don’t own them, and it’s their de­ci­sion who/what/where/why/when/if they join. Still, when some­one of­fers them­selves up as an easy po­ten­tial re­cruit and dozens of women go af­ter them, there is bound to be a fight. Es­pe­cially when it’s a jack­pot like Madi­son, with al­ready-gor­geous skin and hair and a mil­lion friends to sell to.

And there’s the rub—whether you’re a fa­mous celebrity or not, the friends that you, or any­one in your down­line, might end up sell­ing to are not re­ally your friends. It didn’t take me long to re­al­ize that I wasn’t in the busi­ness of sell­ing sup­ple­ments or skin­care; I was in the prac­tice of col­lect­ing “friends.” And the bet­ter my friends were at sales, the more I was sup­posed to love them (even if this dy­namic was bound to cre­ate a few fren­e­mies, since un­healthy com­pe­ti­tion is in­her­ent in the MLM model). Once you start ran­domly strik­ing up con­ver­sa­tions, adding peo­ple on Face­book, and “shar­ing your op­por­tu­nity,” with the ul­ti­mate goal of get­ting some­one into your down­line, it be­comes sec­ond na­ture. This starts with the in­no­cent dirt list and dream-team list, then cut-and-paste scripts, then three-way calls, and even­tu­ally, you see ev­ery­one as a walk­ing tar­get. Com­mu­nity (iron­i­cally, the very thing I longed for when I signed up for the dream life Re­juvinat was promis­ing me) be­comes a com­mod­ity.

As I glare at Kim­berly, I re­al­ize that Ser­ena was right on the money: Kim­berly’s just jeal­ous. I can’t help but feel a lit­tle pride that Madi­son chose me over Kim­berly. I have once again pissed off the queen, and damn if I don’t like it. She thinks her so­cial me­dia sham­ing is ac­tu­ally go­ing to work? Like I’ve never been tagged in a drunk pic­ture be­fore? I al­most feel sorry for her now but can’t let it go that eas­ily. Though I’m usu­ally great with witty come­backs, my hang­over has made me a lit­tle slow this morn­ing and all I can muster be­fore I storm away is “Well, you’re miss­ing eye­lashes.”

I walk to­ward the front desk and see Ser­ena com­ing down the stairs. Thank God. Get me out of here.

As we open the door to leave, we hear, “Ser­ena? Emily? Can I speak to you for a sec­ond?” We turn around and see the COO stand­ing there.

Oh shit.

She opens her mouth, and be­fore she can say any­thing, Ser­ena blurts out, “Please don’t be mad at us—you guys took us wine-tast­ing all day, and she just found out she has can­cer!”

I’m rarely speech­less, but right now, there are no words. We all stare blankly at each other un­til the COO fi­nally breaks the si­lence: “Just wanted to say we had a lovely time yes­ter­day. Con­grats to the both of you.”

I re­call my ear­lier con­ver­sa­tion with Becky. I guess sym­pa­thy does work in this busi­ness! Or maybe it was the shots.
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The Party Never Ends and Nei­ther Does Your Anx­i­ety [image: ]


I could not han­dle the con­stant hus­tling in my MLM. They told me when I joined that I could do what­ever I wanted with it, but then they shamed me when I didn’t want to hus­tle 24/7. On one hand, they would say, “Stay in your own lane; don’t worry about what other peo­ple are do­ing,” and then in the same breath would say, “Be a team player—this is your fam­ily. Be loyal to your com­pany.” I re­al­ized that the only thing any­one cared about was any­thing that im­pacted their pay­check. It wasn’t about time free­dom; it was about money. It was so stress­ful for me, I quit and never looked back.

—MON­ICA, for­mer MLM rep



Bang bang bang!

I don’t wake up to the knock on my door right away. Though I hear it loud and clear, it feels like it’s just a part of my drunken slum­ber. You know, when you’re still half asleep and the alarm or the bird chirp­ing or the door knock­ing just be­comes in­te­grated into your dream? I am that level of out of it. Fi­nally, the knock­ing gets louder. Then the door­bell (I have a door­bell?) rouses me awake.

Here I am at an­other Con­ven­tion. In Ve­gas this time. Three years in, and I’ve reached yet an­other rank of celebrity. And I’m hurtling my way to rock bot­tom.

I have crusty con­tacts plas­tered to my eyes, and it feels like one of them might be lodged some­where be­hind my eye­ball. As my eyes fi­nally open, I re­al­ize I’m still in my jump­suit from the night be­fore, with one heel on. I try to get it off so I can open the door, but my hand is shak­ing too much to undo the small buckle on the strap.

Bang bang bang!

FU­U­UCK.

“Okay, com­ing!” I hob­ble to the door, throw a jacket over my­self, and crack the door open.

“Hello?”

“Yes, miss, hi, I’m just check­ing on you be­fore I leave my shift.”

I give him an up-and-down glace (he has a uni­form on, so I don’t think he’s a killer) be­fore I open the door a bit wider.

“Oh, hi, you’re check­ing on me?” I ask, puz­zled.

“Yes, uh, you were…,” he stam­mers, vis­i­bly em­bar­rassed. “The taxi driver and I helped get you to your room last night. You were not well. You weren’t to­tally un­con­scious or any­thing. We had the EMT check you out, and we brought you up to your room once you started talk­ing. You said you were fine. But I wanted to check be­fore I left, just to make sure.”

What. The. Fuck. Not to­tally un­con­scious? Taxi driver? EMT?

“Oh, right,” I re­spond as if I have any re­mote clue what he’s talk­ing about. “The taxi driver. Do you know— Sorry… what time was that? Was I alone?” I’m strug­gling for words as my heart races, pray­ing that he can give me more clues.

“Yes, miss, the taxi driver brought you and a friend to a party, but when he got you there, you stayed in the car. She got out and went to the party. You wouldn’t get out and you weren’t talk­ing, so he brought you back here,” he ex­plains, clearly un­com­fort­able.

Oh my God. That’s right. It’s all com­ing back. Jamie and I were at a leader party and left to hit up an­other one—prom-themed, hence my se­quin jump­suit. I re­mem­ber be­ing in the ho­tel room get­ting ready be­tween par­ties, but that’s it. She left me in the car? Passed out, with a stranger? My blood runs cold.

My clothes are still in­tact. I am wear­ing a jump­suit and lord knows how hard those are to get off to pee in, so I’m pretty sure no­body as­saulted me, but re­ally?

He sees the ter­ror on my face, of­fer­ing, “The taxi driver, he’s a re­ally nice man. I know him. He is good guy.”

“Oh,” I re­ply, truly re­lieved, trust­ing this man who is clearly more con­cerned about my wel­fare than I have been. “Of course. No, I was just… wow. I’m so sorry that hap­pened. And thank you. Re­ally… I’m so sorry.”

“This is Ve­gas, ma’am—it is not un­usual. Have a bet­ter day!” He smiles be­fore tip­ping his hat and walk­ing away.

It ac­tu­ally makes me feel bet­ter. Val­i­dated. Even as I close the door and sink to the floor. My mind is rac­ing. Who saw me? What if some­one from cor­po­rate or in my up­line wit­nessed that mo­ment? This is bad.

Un­for­tu­nately, this is also be­com­ing fright­en­ingly nor­mal. Cor­po­rate gave Ser­ena and me a talk­ing-to af­ter the wine week­end (no ac­tual con­se­quences, just more sham­ing and guilt). I’ve been try­ing to con­trol my in­take ever since, but my drink­ing has only wors­ened. The pain of my surgery a few months ago (which, thank­fully, was a suc­cess, and my can­cer was fully re­moved) led to a lit­tle bit of a pill prob­lem, which I was able to kick, but only with the help of even more wine. And things like this have been hap­pen­ing more of­ten—black­outs, not re­mem­ber­ing where I am, and hav­ing to cob­ble to­gether all the de­tails in the en­su­ing hours. It’s im­pact­ing my mar­riage be­cause my hus­band is los­ing trust in me, and I’m drop­ping the ball with my kids, for­get­ting to send lunch money or field-trip forms. But at this point, I’m more wor­ried about the reper­cus­sions on my busi­ness than my home life.

I don’t know Jamie that well. We’ve spent a lit­tle time to­gether over the past few years at biz ops; she hosted the first one I spoke at. She’s also from Seat­tle, and at this point I’ve sur­passed her in ti­tle and pay many times over. We were only to­gether last night be­cause we hap­pened to qual­ify for the same party, though I can’t re­mem­ber what we were cel­e­brat­ing. The thing is, any­one in your Re­juvinat fam­ily is sup­posed to look out for you. I cer­tainly wouldn’t have bud­died up with her if I’d known she’d leave me for dead in the back of a cab. So much for sis­ter­hood.

Like many ad­dic­tions, what starts out as fun be­gins to be­come more dan­ger­ous. I al­ways thought that my drink­ing “helped me”—to have fun, be more out­go­ing, and be a bet­ter sales­per­son. But I’m find­ing my­self do­ing things I don’t want to be do­ing and black­ing out more of my life, to the point where I no longer rec­og­nize who I am. Join­ing Re­juvinat was sup­posed to make me a more “whole” per­son, but it has only made me more frag­mented and lost. And more ad­dicted. This whole en­vi­ron­ment of par­ties and cel­e­bra­tions en­cour­ages it. Though we all claim to be part of the well­ness in­dus­try, our be­hav­ior at the bar is any­thing but. We host par­ties to re­cruit, we drink on trips, and un­sur­pris­ingly, many of us drink at home as we’re “work­ing,” which makes us, and par­tic­u­larly me, feel jus­ti­fied in the be­hav­ior.

My drink­ing is be­gin­ning to af­fect ev­ery as­pect of my life, but I don’t want to stop. I don’t know how to stop, and it’s such a big part of Re­juvinat, I worry what will hap­pen to my #goals if I do. I know that the wine nights are my best prospect­ing events. I know I’m more un­in­hib­ited and able to make a sale when I drink, even if I don’t re­mem­ber it. And I can play the part of the woman who can cel­e­brate and drink wine and still stay on top. But per­haps by de­sign, I don’t have enough down­time to think about it, be­cause there is al­ways an­other meet­ing, party, or cel­e­bra­tion. It never ends.

I need to pull my­self to­gether. I grab my phone and am hor­ri­fied to see that it’s al­ready noon. I was sup­posed to meet my team for break­fast at nine! Fuck! Becky and Al­li­son will brush it off, but Madi­son and her en­tire team were sup­posed to be there, too. She’s go­ing to be pissed. This is her first Con­ven­tion, and what I have quickly learned from scor­ing Madi­son is that she is de­mand­ing. Or what Re­juvinat calls “high main­te­nance, high pro­ducer.”

I at­tended a train­ing ses­sion yes­ter­day morn­ing, and they clas­si­fied sev­eral dif­fer­ent types of con­sul­tants on a pie chart with cat­e­gories of “main­te­nance” and “pro­duc­tion”—as in, low-main­te­nance con­sul­tants were those you never heard from, and high-pro­duc­ing con­sul­tants were those who got big sales.

Ac­cord­ing to the train­ing, the best type of con­sul­tant is low main­te­nance and high pro­duc­tion be­cause they make your num­bers big with­out re­quir­ing much help. The worst? High main­te­nance, low pro­duc­tion: the ones who ask a ton of ques­tions, ex­pect a ton of help, but don’t make shit in sales. Yes, we had a train­ing rank­ing the best types of peo­ple, fol­lowed by rank­ing our own team mem­bers on a spread­sheet. Like in a soror­ity. Hailee Ste­gall, a for­mer soror­ity re­cruit at Col­orado State Uni­ver­sity, de­scribed this phe­nom­e­non in her ar­ti­cle for the Rocky Moun­tain Col­le­gian, “Soror­ity Rush Bears Fright­en­ing Sim­i­lar­i­ties to Cult Re­cruit­ment.” The most ded­i­cated women are deemed “spe­cial” and love bombed with at­ten­tion and trin­kets, while hold­ing out hope to be deemed wor­thy of their top-choice house; if they with­draw, or don’t get cho­sen, they feel iso­lated and alone. It’s all about be­ing a cer­tain type of woman: friendly, fo­cused, with the same in­ter­ests and as­pi­ra­tions. And this rank­ing within the MLM was no dif­fer­ent. We were ex­pected to treat our re­cruits dif­fer­ently based on how they be­haved. What hap­pened to the days of “There’s room for ev­ery­one, no mat­ter how much or lit­tle you sell! I’m your spon­sor, I’ll help you with any­thing!”?

The real motto is “Get your shit to­gether, don’t bug me, and sell your ass off.”

Madi­son is high main­te­nance and high pro­duc­ing. She re­cruited al­most her en­tire sa­lon full of hair stylists within her first cou­ple of months. My sales vol­ume has tripled, my pay­check is over $10,000 per month, and I’m now qual­i­fy­ing for my car be­cause of her. But let me tell you, I work for it. She texts or calls me mul­ti­ple times a day and ex­pects me to be at her beck and call. Last week, she couldn’t get a hold of me in a thirty-minute pe­riod, so she tagged me on Face­book and asked, “Where are you?”

Se­ri­ously.

So, of course, I have six missed calls from her, and I’m ter­ri­fied to lis­ten to them. But be­fore I can scroll through my texts, there’s an­other knock on the door. Please don’t let it be the door­man again.

Thank­fully, it’s Ser­ena. She lets out a huge sigh and throws her arms around me. “Em, what hap­pened? We were so wor­ried about you! Why didn’t you re­turn my calls?” I’ve told her about my wor­ries around my drink­ing, and I can tell by her face that she’s just glad I’m alive.

“I was so wor­ried when Jamie came in by her­self. I knew I should have met you both be­fore­hand.” At least some­one was look­ing out for me.

“Get a dress on—and here, drink this.” She hands me a Pepsi and I give her side eye. Ser­ena de­codes my ex­pres­sion and obliges, head­ing to the fridge. “Okay, hair of the dog. But go get dressed! We have to be at the leader lun­cheon in fif­teen min­utes!”

“Oh God… no! Who are we meet­ing with again? What’s this for? Shit, can you help me with this thing?” I strug­gle with my jump­suit zip­per. Never again with the jump­suit. Damn you, Rent the Run­way!

“The CEO is go­ing to be there! Some­thing about top sales, blah blah blah, I don’t know. Re­mem­ber the Run to Con­ven­tion con­test last month? What­ever, it’s a big deal that we qual­i­fied for it. Get your face on!”

Right, I re­mem­ber now. Madi­son qual­i­fied for this, too, so I can beg for for­give­ness. I send her a quick text: “So sorry, will ex­plain later!”

“Kim­berly will be there, so let’s be sure to act like proper ladies this time.” She rolls her eyes and hands me a Yeti mug filled with cham­pagne.

“Bot­toms up!” I need to take a roadie with me.

MLMs are con­stantly cre­at­ing con­tests within con­tests. It wasn’t enough to pay for Con­ven­tion; you had to also com­pete for par­ties and lounges and “leader lun­cheons.” For any of these ad­den­dums, you had to qual­ify with a cer­tain sales num­ber, re­cruit­ing num­ber, or some other very spe­cific met­ric that would ben­e­fit the com­pany. This is not dis­sim­i­lar to the in­cen­tive pro­grams of many non-MLMs. In­cen­tive pro­grams can drive healthy com­pe­ti­tion, ded­i­ca­tion, and loy­alty. They can en­hance pro­duc­tiv­ity. Who doesn’t love a re­ward? But when you’re in a salaried po­si­tion, you are be­ing paid for the work you do to achieve these in­cen­tives. This is not the case with MLM in­cen­tives, be­cause as I’ve men­tioned, much of the “work” to achieve these sales is un­paid. With the achieve­ment, you’d be shouted out in an email or on a com­pany flyer, or you’d get an ex­tra sticker on your badge, or ex­tra perks to make you think you ac­tu­ally earned some­thing for your­self. This low- (or no-) value item was sim­ply to in­crease the com­pany’s bot­tom line.

Worse, it iso­lated seg­ments of women within a con­stant hi­er­ar­chy by per­pet­u­at­ing the fear of be­ing left out; the fear of not be­ing no­ticed; or the fear of be­ing left off im­por­tant email threads, Face­book Mes­sen­ger chats, ac­count­abil­ity groups, par­ties, and cel­e­bra­tions. It didn’t mat­ter how low value the “win” ac­tu­ally was; women who were sup­pos­edly “on the same team” were con­sis­tently pit­ted against each other for the prize.

This “leader lun­cheon” I’m about to head to is no dif­fer­ent. One leader who is not in­cluded, and not happy about it, is Becky, whom we pass in the hall­way on the way to the ban­quet hall.

I take an­other swig.

“Emily, where were you? Madi­son is livid,” Becky seethes.

Thanks, Cap­tain Ob­vi­ous. I can’t con­tain my snark. “I’m fine, Becky, thanks for ask­ing!”

Becky soft­ens. “Sorry, we were wor­ried about you. I think I smoothed things over with Madi­son, but you have some ex­plain­ing to do.”

“Ex­plain­ing to do?” I was al­ready plan­ning on apol­o­giz­ing, but now I’m just an­noyed. “Becky, I missed a break­fast. That’s it. She will live.”

I con­tinue walk­ing and Becky walks with us, al­most manic. “Emily, she is the big­gest por­tion of your pay­check.”

Oh, right. And I’m the big­gest por­tion of Becky’s pay­check. The more some­one works on your team, the more you’re sup­posed to love and spend time with them. But I don’t like Madi­son. She drives me up the wall. We have noth­ing in com­mon, our per­son­al­i­ties clash, I find her snobby, she com­plains con­stantly, and she’s not some­one I would be friends with had we not con­nected through Re­juvinat. Hon­estly, de­spite the money she’s bring­ing in, it would have served me bet­ter if Madi­son had signed up with Kim­berly in­stead, just like Kim­berly whined about at the wine event; then, Madi­son could have driven Kim­berly nuts in­stead of me.

Win-win.

This is the dif­fer­ence be­tween Becky and me: I know where to draw bound­aries, and ap­par­ently, she is will­ing to kiss ass no mat­ter what spoiled-brat be­hav­ior Madi­son pulls.

“Just apol­o­gize, okay? Lead­ers show up, Emily,” she chides.

Though I’ve par­roted that phrase mil­lions of times, it stings com­ing from her.

“Got it,” I cut her off. “Need to get go­ing. I’ll talk to Madi­son at this lead­er­ship thing.”

You know, the one you didn’t qual­ify for, Becky? I smirk to my­self. Maybe she’s play­ing the game, but I’m earn­ing the bonuses.

Ser­ena and I ex­change glances, not need­ing to re­peat what we are both think­ing. Then, as if the day could get any worse, the first per­son we run into as we walk into the ban­quet hall is Kim­berly. I used to be so im­pressed that she would show up to events for the pe­ons, but now I’m re­al­iz­ing it’s be­cause she can­not and will not be left out of any­thing.

We haven’t seen her since the drunken-tags-on-Face­book week­end. (Spoiler: She never re­moved the pho­tos.)

“Hi, ladies!” she says in the most an­noy­ing singsongy voice. I’m sus­pi­cious that she’s be­ing so nice, and then I re­al­ize that cor­po­rate is here. We nod and wave to a few peo­ple, then turn our at­ten­tion back to her. Ser­ena and I both fake a smile while we con­tinue to scan the room for our seats.

“Emily! I was so happy to hear that you beat can­cer. I was wor­ried!” Kim­berly flashes a sym­pa­thetic smile at me.

Um, wor­ried? Re­ally? Am I be­ing punked? “Thanks… K-Kim­berly,” I stut­ter. Maybe she does have a con­science, af­ter all.

She steps in front of us, looks to her left and right, and leans in as if to tell us a se­cret.

“Did you hear about Shelby Fra­zier?” she whis­pers.

Ser­ena gasps. “No! What? I saw her at the party last night.”

I try to re­call who she is… some­one on Ser­ena’s team, I think. The name doesn’t sound fa­mil­iar, but I’m gath­er­ing from Ser­ena’s re­ac­tion that she knows her well.

“Yeah,” Kim­berly con­tin­ues. “She had to go to the hos­pi­tal last night. Some­one slipped some­thing into her drink at the bar! She’s fine—she left be­fore any­thing hap­pened, but wow, right?” Her eyes get big, and she puts her hands on her hips.

“Oh my God!” Ser­ena squeals. “Poor thing!”

Ser­ena grabs me by the arm. “Em, I’m sorry, can you cover for me? I need to go see her. She’s on my team.”

“Of course! Let me know if I can do any­thing!” I re­spond as Ser­ena col­lects her­self and leaves the ban­quet hall, and I’m stuck here with Kim­berly. I glance down and see those heels again—stud­ded, ex­pen­sive. While I’m gaz­ing, I can’t help but think that with the night I had, that same thing could have so eas­ily hap­pened to me.

“Thank God noth­ing hap­pened to her,” I say to Kim­berly.

“Well, did you see what she was wear­ing last night?” she scoffs and rolls her eyes. “And she was all over the bar, danc­ing with ran­dom, strange men. I mean, what did she ex­pect?”

My jaw drops and my eyes nar­row. I al­most can’t be­lieve these are ac­tual words com­ing from her mouth, as though she’s read­ing from a text­book on Misog­yny 101. “What the hell did you say?” I de­mand, a lit­tle too loudly, as a few women in earshot turn around. The VP of sales be­gins to walk in our di­rec­tion.

“Shhhh!” she hisses. “Look, women can’t have it both ways. You can’t dress how­ever you want and ex­pect men to re­spect you.” She looks me up and down and walks away. I can al­most feel steam com­ing out my ears, I’m so hot with anger.

This rape-cul­ture men­tal­ity is, un­for­tu­nately, not un­usual. In fact, you might say it comes with the ter­ri­tory. As hyped up on girl power as they might pur­port to be, MLMs are fu­eled by in­ter­nal­ized misog­yny. “She was ask­ing for it” is a preva­lent mind­set in white supremacy cul­ture—one that is of­ten lev­eled against vul­ner­a­ble groups of peo­ple (women of color, trans women, sex work­ers, house­less peo­ple, and oth­ers who are un­likely to have the priv­i­lege of in­sti­tu­tional sup­port or col­lec­tive sym­pa­thy) to keep them in their place. And why wouldn’t this mind­set con­tinue when your work strate­gi­cally em­ploys a “no means not right now” mar­ket­ing scheme?

I didn’t fully re­al­ize it at the time, but when you’re in the busi­ness of telling other women that they need to lose weight; have bet­ter skin, longer hair, and more money; or spend more time with their kids, you re­ally don’t have their best in­ter­ests at heart. The name of the game is break­ing them down by prey­ing on ex­ist­ing fears and in­se­cu­ri­ties, then equip­ping them with a set of un­re­al­is­tic ex­pec­ta­tions. But the co-opt­ing of fe­male sol­i­dar­ity to shill prod­ucts and shame women into com­pli­ance is the op­po­site of fem­i­nism.

As Sa­van­nah Wor­ley ex­plains in her vi­ral Medium ar­ti­cle, “Dear White Women: Here’s Why It’s Hard to Be Friends with You,” white women, my­self in­cluded (know­ingly or un­know­ingly), main­tain the pa­tri­archy by re­ly­ing on white supremacy. In­ter­nal­ized misog­yny and racism (sub­con­scious or not) teach us that we should climb over any­one to get to the top of the white-male hi­er­ar­chy. Be­cause white men will al­ways be at the top. The fem­i­nized pa­tri­ar­chal im­age we’ve been raised with will make us cling to our own white supremacy and in­ter­nal­ized misog­yny. I un­der­stand in ret­ro­spect that the cul­ture of par­ty­ing and drink­ing that is so of­ten up­held in MLMs is meant to loosen women’s reser­va­tions (and their wal­lets), while un­sur­pris­ingly be­ing the per­fect setup for vic­tim blamers like Kim­berly to pop off.

“Fuck­ing bitch,” I whis­per un­der my breath. I turn and see the VP of sales stand­ing in front of me. “Oh… hi!” Same guy whose lap I sat on while smok­ing a cig­a­rette dur­ing the dis­as­trous wine-tast­ing week­end.

Awk-ward.

“Ev­ery­thing okay, Emily?”

“Yep, I’m good.” My heart is rac­ing.

“Great. Find your seat and we’ll get started!”

I’m pissed, em­bar­rassed, and hun­gover, and now I see Madi­son com­ing across the room to­ward me. Could this morn­ing get any more hor­ren­dous? Thank God the cham­pagne tray passes by, since I’ve al­ready emp­tied my Yeti.

“Hi, Madi­son, I’m so sorry about this morn­ing.” I grab a cham­pagne and pre­emp­tively strike be­fore she guilts me to death.

“Yeah, it was a bum­mer. I was dis­ap­pointed. Thank­fully, Becky was so sweet and help­ful.” She pauses, shakes her head, and stands in si­lence wait­ing for me to, I don’t know, kiss her ass? Apol­o­gize some more?

“Yeah, Becky’s great. Should we sit?” I walk to­ward the ta­ble and hope that’s the end of the rep­ri­mand. This is go­ing to be a long lunch.

We sit at round ta­bles with place­hold­ers. Madi­son and I are at the ta­ble with Al­li­son and a few other peo­ple I don’t know, as well as Stephanie and Chris­tine, whom I rec­og­nize from a pre­vi­ous in­cen­tive trip. For­tu­nately, we aren’t seated with Kim­berly. We say our hel­los and check out each other’s clothes and badges. I re­al­ize I’m the high­est rank at the ta­ble. Hope­fully, I don’t get in­ter­ro­gated—my aching head can­not han­dle it.

Af­ter some pas­tries, mi­mosas, and speeches from the cor­po­rate of­fice (“Con­grats, our com­pany is amaz­ing, yay you! God is great, blah blah blah”), we are gifted a spe­cial David Yur­man bracelet to cel­e­brate earn­ing this lun­cheon. As the speeches end, we have the chance to chat among our­selves. At first, we keep it sim­ple, talk­ing about who our up­lines are, what teams we’re on, what we earned at Con­ven­tion, and stuff like that.

Madi­son is brag­ging to Bri­anna and Chris­tine that she is about to hit Pre­mier Star. I sip my cham­pagne and con­grat­u­late her. The bonus of hav­ing some­one on your team who’s a rock­star is the abil­ity to claim some of their suc­cess.

(Not their fail­ures, though—those are their fault.)

“I re­mem­ber when I hit Pre­mier Star,” I of­fer, again demon­strat­ing how we’ve been trained to turn friendly com­pe­ti­tion into jeal­ousy. “My next few months are go­ing to be big,” I tell the other ladies. “I’m up for Ex­cel­lence Cir­cle.”

“Now, that will be a hard one to get,” Chris­tine says, coun­ter­ing me, wide-eyed.

Madi­son is clearly an­noyed that I took the spot­light off her.

The ti­tle sys­tem is a lot like the gifts, trips, and in­cen­tives, and just like this leader lun­cheon with the bracelets be­ing passed out. It’s not about true value; it’s about per­ceived value. Be­cause the true value of a ti­tle? Noth­ing. Lit­er­ally noth­ing. Some MLMs get re­ally cre­ative with their ti­tles, of­fer­ing names like Dou­ble Di­a­mond, Man­ag­ing Mar­ket Men­tor, Crys­tal Di­rec­tor, and my fa­vorite, Royal in Wait­ing. At least Re­juvinat makes it sound like a real pro­mo­tion and not the ti­tle of a Hall­mark movie.

“So did you earn the Level Up trip yet?” Chris­tine coun­ters Madi­son. This is the other se­cret lan­guage of di­rect sales: busi­ness lingo that no one else un­der­stands. If you were to ask some­one, “Did you hit your num­bers this month?” or “Did you meet your quota?” they’d ba­si­cally un­der­stand what you mean even if they didn’t work in the same in­dus­try. They’d be a lit­tle more con­fused by “Did you hit Plat­inum Suc­cess Cir­cle?” The un­nec­es­sar­ily com­plex lan­guage, end­less lev­els, and even the whim­si­cal names are meant to sep­a­rate and con­fuse, cre­at­ing a dis­tinct bound­ary be­tween “us” and “them.” The con­no­ta­tions of roy­alty are quite overt, no doubt pur­pose­fully ce­ment­ing the hi­er­ar­chi­cal struc­ture. Of course, your hus­band or sis­ter doesn’t un­der­stand when you’re try­ing to reach Su­per Elite Crys­tal Princess in Wait­ing. They’d be even more con­fused if they knew what you had to do to earn it.

The cur­rency in the di­rect-sales econ­omy isn’t just col­lect­ing peo­ple and sell­ing skin­care and sup­ple­ments; it’s so­cial me­dia shoutouts. You have to earn love bombs from the peo­ple in your up­line. You even have to earn time with them, from a phone call to a cov­eted in-per­son visit. Though your up­line is “at your ser­vice” when you join, if you don’t make them money, they won’t con­tinue to make them­selves avail­able to you; it’s men­tor­ship with a high-dol­lar price tag. Top sell­ers would usu­ally be booked out at Con­ven­tion to share the se­crets to their suc­cess, which down­line con­sul­tants had been awarded for their sales num­bers. Again, none of this of­fers true value, but it does drive com­pe­ti­tion, and MLMs thrive in com­pe­ti­tion. If you’re just a few sales away from be­ing on a top-ten list, you’ll do any­thing to make it hap­pen, even if it’s less than eth­i­cal.

The worst part is that the cy­cle of ti­tles, in­cen­tives, pro­mo­tions, awards, and con­tests never ends. They are de­signed to lure new con­verts, and to keep cur­rent mem­bers com­mit­ted for the long haul. Com­pa­nies con­sis­tently raise and lower the bar in or­der to make things look bet­ter to the “out­side.” Lower a car qual­i­fi­ca­tion, and be­hold, you have two hun­dred “FREE car” achiev­ers. Some­one sees that and thinks, Wow, the com­pany must be do­ing so well! But noth­ing has changed about the com­pany ex­cept its mar­ket­ing strat­egy. There’s al­ways an­other “re­ward” trip or “leader lun­cheon” with ar­bi­trary met­rics con­nected to re­cruit­ing: “High­est PSQV in the L1–L6 vol­ume in the month of Jan­u­ary!” What the hell does that even mean? Rank­ings, ti­tles, and prizes mo­ti­vate the com­pe­ti­tion, and it’s no won­der they push women to poach (steal other reps’ re­cruits), cheat (set up fake ac­counts to boost their num­bers), or in­ven­tory-load (or­der prod­ucts they don’t need to in­flate sales) in or­der to hit the al­ways-mov­ing tar­gets.

We fin­ish up our con­ver­sa­tion, ex­change Face­book info with the other new boss­babe friends from our ta­ble, and of course, take a group pic­ture. At lead­er­ship events like this, the MLM posts pho­tos on their so­cial me­dia chan­nels, which the en­tire com­pany of con­sul­tants fol­lows, to re­ally show ev­ery­one who’s boss. I re­al­ize how ex­hausted I am, won­der­ing how I’m go­ing to make it through an­other day of this. I’m light-headed and sweaty, and I can’t stop think­ing about what hap­pened last night and what hap­pened to Ser­ena’s friend.

I can’t keep do­ing this. I can’t keep googling “Am I an al­co­holic?” and then clos­ing the browser be­cause it’s con­fronting. I can’t keep con­fid­ing in friends who tell me that my drink­ing doesn’t look that bad, when they don’t re­al­ize how much I’m drink­ing when I’m not with them. I know I need help, but I don’t know how to do that right now. At some point, I know I’m go­ing to hurt my­self or my mar­riage or get ar­rested… maybe all three. But how am I go­ing to sell this dream if I’m not liv­ing it? As with the red flags of this busi­ness, or my over­whelm as a mother, it’s eas­ier to con­tinue to ig­nore my drink­ing than to make any ac­tual change.

As a rad­i­cal act of self-care, I de­cide to turn off my phone and head back to my room to rest. I know I’ll miss the af­ter­noon ses­sions and I’ll prob­a­bly hear about it from some­one, but I need some down­time—plus, Ser­ena is not go­ing to be there. I send a text to Becky: “NEED REST—C YOU AT GALA TONIGHT.” I’ll sleep and have enough time to get dolled up for yet an­other walk across the stage. I just can’t power through an­other day.

Be­fore I turn off my phone, I get a call from Han­nah. I con­tem­plate not an­swer­ing. I can’t deal with this right now! But Han­nah has been los­ing be­lief in the com­pany, and I can’t lose her. I need to make sure she’s still loyal, so I an­swer.

“Hi, Han­nah! So good to hear from you!”

Han­nah strug­gles with this busi­ness in so many ways. She didn’t come to Con­ven­tion be­cause she couldn’t af­ford it, and I can’t keep drag­ging her. Of course, I haven’t told her that; she al­ready feels hor­ri­bly guilty.

“Emily, I am hav­ing such a hard time with my sis­ter, and I don’t know what to do! This busi­ness is driv­ing a wedge be­tween us. She keeps send­ing me neg­a­tive YouTube videos and cau­tion­ing me about all the money I’m spend­ing. And I want to be­lieve you that this may work. But I just don’t know!”

I’m torn. I love Han­nah, but she’s too in­flu­enced by oth­ers—which is prob­a­bly why she was such an easy re­cruit. MLMs chide women for be­ing overly in­flu­enced, but it’s what makes them easy to re­cruit in the first place. We want peo­ple to be­lieve us, and only us, and not lis­ten to any­one else. Last month, Han­nah’s sis­ter Anika, whom she re­cruited last fall thanks to our late-night three way, quit. Now, Anika is on a ram­page to dis­man­tle the MLM in­dus­try. To make up for the lost busi­ness part­ner, Han­nah heeded the ad­vice from my up­line to take out an­other credit card to pay for prod­uct. I have two choices here: tell her that she shouldn’t have “toxic” peo­ple in her life, like the women who trained me have told me to do, or tell her to run the other way. But if she quits, that will im­pact my rank. I don’t feel good about ei­ther an­swer.

“Han­nah, don’t worry about this right now. So much great stuff is hap­pen­ing here at Con­ven­tion that I can’t wait to fill you in on. Let’s pick this up when I get back, all right?”

I hang up the phone and also hang up the idea of rest­ing. I turn around and walk back to­ward the con­ven­tion cen­ter. The con­ver­sa­tion has me rat­tled. Han­nah has done ev­ery­thing I’ve asked of her, and she con­tin­ues to lose money and burn bridges. How is that pos­si­ble? My in­tu­ition has been drowned out for so long, I don’t know which way is up. And I’m so, so tired.

El­bow­ing my way through crowds, I end up at my sched­uled ses­sion: How to Lead Lead­ers. Yes, that’s the ac­tual ti­tle. One of the mil­lion-dol­lar earn­ers is teach­ing. I squint to see who it is. Of course, it’s Kim­berly!

“Emily! You made it, af­ter all! You de­cided not to rest?” Becky throws her arms around me.

“Lead­ers show up,” I say, feign­ing a smile.

She gig­gles and takes my arm as we find a seat to­ward the front. I can’t be­lieve I have to lis­ten to Kim­berly for an hour. I still feel guilty about Ser­ena’s friend and con­flicted about my con­ver­sa­tion with Han­nah, and I re­al­ize I should have just gone back to lie down. My face gets hot, and tears start welling up in my eyes.

I snif­fle and wipe them away, and Becky in­hales sharply. “Oh, Em, are you all right?” She puts her arm around me and grabs a tis­sue from her bag.

“No, I’m not. I’m re­ally not. Becky, this is get­ting to be too much. I feel…”

“Feel what?” Becky asks lov­ingly af­ter a pause. The room lights start to dim as the pre­sen­ta­tion is about to start.

I lower my voice to a whis­per. “I feel like I re­ally need to step back a bit. From Re­juvinat. From all of this. It’s too much right now. I can’t bal­ance ev­ery­thing.”

“Em,” Becky says calmly, with­draw­ing her arm. “Ev­ery­thing will be fine. What­ever you need. Trust me, we’re here for you. But it’s not a good idea to back off right now, not when things are at a fever pitch like this. You are so close to your car. Please don’t give up on your­self now. You’ll feel so much bet­ter af­ter walk­ing the stage tonight. You in­spire peo­ple! Then you can go back to your ho­tel room and sleep.”

Of course, Becky wasn’t go­ing to en­cour­age me to stop. What would that do to her num­bers? She was about to have a car earner on her team! I am be­gin­ning to re­al­ize that Re­juvinat is com­mit­ted to keep­ing its peo­ple not be­cause it cares, but be­cause the peo­ple are its prod­uct. The skin­care and sup­ple­ments are just the mar­ket­ing ploy. The en­tire struc­ture is built to keep reps en­snared. Just like I’ve trapped Han­nah, and Becky has trapped me, and her up­line trapped her, and on and on, up and up the chain. But I’m in too deep at this point. How do I un­ravel from this?

I nod and get out my pen and note­book. “You’re right. I’m just tired. Tonight will be fun.” I see a can of wine in my bag and let out an au­di­ble sigh of re­lief. I look up and make eye con­tact with Kim­berly as I take a swig, de­feated.

Lead­ers show up, I think to my­self. I showed up black­out drunk. Becky showed up to gaslight. Kim­berly showed up to slut-shame. Han­nah showed up beg­ging for a life pre­server. And I bet each of us is ex­hausted by all of it.
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It’s Lonely (and Ugly) at the Top [image: ]


I am a proud Asian/African Amer­i­can woman. I hon­estly wanted to be the one to change the white MLM world. Now, I re­al­ize I was a pawn. I was con­stantly in the com­pany mar­ket­ing ma­te­ri­als and asked to speak at cor­po­rate train­ing. I thought that it was be­cause they con­sid­ered me “the top,” but the re­al­ity is, they just wanted the com­pany to look more di­verse. They didn’t care about me per­son­ally. When I sent in my ter­mi­na­tion form, my up­lines blocked me, yet the com­pany still con­tin­ued to use my pho­tos for months af­ter I quit. Couldn’t find an­other to­ken Black woman, I sup­pose.

—KHAL­ISTA, for­mer MLM rep



See you at the car party tonight?” I text Madi­son.

You’d think by the for­ti­eth text, I’d be ready to give up, but I know bet­ter. Ev­ery­thing de­pends on tonight. It’s my chance to show both my up­line and my down­line that I’ve made it, and the one thing that drives sales—er, I mean, re­cruit­ment—is show­ing peo­ple you’ve made it. As you’re hope­fully be­gin­ning to see, the en­tire struc­ture of MLM is based on those lev­els; it’s about or­ga­niz­ing the peo­ple be­low you in or­der to sup­port the peo­ple above. I’ve been a ris­ing star for a while now, but with this party, I’m show­ing peo­ple that I’m on top.

And the proof? That shiny white SUV, with a per­son­al­ized “FREECAR” li­cense plate (yes, re­ally).

We all know the free car. I still re­mem­ber be­ing a kid and see­ing one of our neigh­bors re­ceive her pink Cadil­lac. I didn’t un­der­stand at the time how sell­ing makeup could earn you a free car, but it’s a gim­mick that’s been around for ages. Now, I know it’s about so much more than that. Be­cause here’s the thing about the FREE car (which is al­ways ad­ver­tised in caps, for some rea­son): It isn’t ac­tu­ally free.

As my hus­band reads the agree­ment for the ve­hi­cle, reams of pa­per­work I have to sign be­fore be­ing anointed with a mid-range lux­ury SUV, he asks me, “So, you have to pay for the in­sur­ance, ti­tle, reg­is­tra­tion, and the down pay­ment?”

“Yeah,” I tell him, so deep into Re­juvinat’s mar­ket­ing that I’m slightly an­noyed by the ques­tion. “But they’re tak­ing care of the pay­ments.”

He flips through a few pages, and though a part of me won­ders how many peo­ple don’t ac­tu­ally read this lengthy con­tract, I try not to think about it. I wave my hand in his di­rec­tion. “They pay as long as you’re work­ing for them.”

He laughs. “It’s not re­ally free, honey. It’s just a com­pany car. Ac­tu­ally, with a com­pany car, you don’t pay for the ti­tle and reg­is­tra­tion. And cer­tainly not the down pay­ment. Plus, you have to main­tain the rank you have now. Isn’t that hard to do?”

I don’t know what to say, so I do what I usu­ally do: I reach for my glass of wine that for some rea­son is fre­quently sit­ting on the night­stand by my bed­side and take a sip.

“I earned it,” I say, putting my glass back down, re­mem­ber­ing what they have taught us at Re­juvinat: Ig­nore the haters.

Be­cause there are a lot of haters out there, some­times even within your own fam­ily. Peo­ple who will make fun of MLMs; peo­ple who will call them pyra­mid schemes; peo­ple who, like my hus­band, will ques­tion their prac­tices. But what they don’t un­der­stand is that with each in­sult, they fuel the fire of our de­fen­sive­ness. If you have seen some­one make fun of an MLM on­line, it’s like putting a drop of blood in shark-in­fested wa­ters. Just watch for the fiery, self-jus­ti­fy­ing com­ments from MLM boss­babes, be­cause dis­senters’ com­ments di­min­ish our work, and most of us have never worked so hard in our lives.

Plus, isn’t it my turn for some suc­cess?

I think of all the times we have sac­ri­ficed for Kale’s job, mov­ing across the coun­try to a city and state where I didn’t know a soul. I think of the long nights and what I have gone through rais­ing five kids while my hus­band es­capes on out-of-town trips and late nights at the of­fice. I think of all the dirty di­a­pers and scream­ing kids and evenings spent in a glider try­ing to get a baby to sleep so they don’t wake up ev­ery­one else. I de­serve my shiny white Mer­cedes! So what if it’s go­ing to cost us a lit­tle more each month? Af­ter all, what’s con­sid­ered “women’s work” is un­der­val­ued, yet the value we are taught to at­tribute to our con­tri­bu­tions is still framed in pa­tri­ar­chal su­prem­a­cist terms that sug­gest a par­tic­u­lar sta­tus.

Women aren’t re­ally al­lowed to have a work/life bal­ance; work and life are sup­posed to be com­part­men­tal­ized. It’s the rea­son peo­ple would ask me if my hus­band was “babysit­ting” when he was home with the kids. No, he’s par­ent­ing, Sheila. It’s the same rea­son no­body asked if he was a “work­ing dad” or felt guilty leav­ing his kids when he went on work trips. The “mom­ming” and home du­ties gen­er­ally fall on women be­cause la­bor (do­mes­tic and pro­fes­sional) is still gen­dered. Even though women per­form about five times as much un­paid work as men, what’s val­ued is gen­er­ally the work that brings in the most money. And I’m fi­nally bring­ing home the ba­con.

“It’s fine, honey,” he says, con­cil­ia­tory, as he hands me back the agree­ment. “I’m happy for you. Al­ways. I just didn’t think we needed a new car.”

What he doesn’t un­der­stand is that this isn’t a new car, it’s a FREE (yes, all caps) car. It’s a rolling tro­phy. The one I have earned by mak­ing my way to the top. The one I am now go­ing to in­vite a bunch of peo­ple to an ex­pen­sive party to see. That’s right. I am hav­ing a car party, and it is go­ing to be per­fect.

Thank­fully, Kale doesn’t ask as many ques­tions about the party. He knows that Re­juvinat of­fers us a stipend to throw the par­ties. What he doesn’t know is how much more money I am spend­ing than what the stipend of­fers. But if a Mer­cedes SUV drives through a for­est and no one is there to see it, how do they even know that you got it for FREE?!

I send off the last text and look at the time. I still have to go get my nails done, get my blowout, con­firm the donut truck, and pick up the SUV from get­ting de­tailed. They’re even go­ing to af­fix the big red bow that Re­juvinat sug­gested I use. It’s like I’m be­ing crowned Miss Re­juvinat, ex­cept I’m the one pro­duc­ing the pageant and pretty much pay­ing for all of it.

MLMs en­tice women be­cause of these par­ties, the free car, the swag, the travel, and drinks at the bar. These are re­wards for work that ex­ists out­side of the sys­tem of “val­ued” la­bor, but they still sug­gest the value at­trib­uted to that la­bor. And so many of us have come from that place of dirty di­a­pers and un­com­fort­able rock­ers that it can feel like an early re­lease from prison. For years, we have been liv­ing with our hair in a bun and nails bit­ten down to the quick. But with MLMs, we can be­come celebri­ties. We can go to awards din­ners and walk the red car­pet. We’re given di­a­mond jew­elry and Louis Vuit­ton suit­cases. We get so much swag that a lot of women start look­ing at big­ger homes just so they have a place to put their FREE stuff. But that’s the hook. Be­cause none of it is ac­tu­ally free.

The par­ties? Sure, they may give you a stipend. In fact, I’ve been given $1,000 to throw this party tonight. But I’ve also been told to in­vite a hun­dred peo­ple. That’s $10 a head, with free drinks, free food, and a lo­ca­tion that’s go­ing to say, “I made it.”

If I shove a bunch of women into a rec-cen­ter gym and hand them mi­crowaved hors d’oeu­vres with some Two-Buck Chuck, what kind of dream am I sell­ing them? They need to be­lieve; they need to see that Re­juvinat is all about be­ing VIP. And VIP costs way more than $10 a head. The lo­ca­tion rental alone costs me $2,000. The booze costs me an­other $4,000. I ac­tu­ally save some money with the donut truck be­cause I’m hop­ing the women won’t get too hun­gry, and at least donuts fill you up (and who doesn’t love donuts from a truck?). I have to pro­vide swag, too. Sure, the gift bags are filled with Re­juvinat prod­ucts, but that’s the last thing that will ever be free. I have to pay for all of it. In the end, my bud­get is close to $10,000. So, that FREE car we were just talk­ing about? The one I could have just gone into any Mer­cedes deal­er­ship on the planet to lease? It’s al­ready cost me $9,000 more the Re­juvinat way.

But it’s not about the SUV; it’s about the VIP.

And in the eyes of Re­juvinat, I am an­nounc­ing to ev­ery­one in both my up­line and my down­line, as well as any po­ten­tial re­cruits who at­tend that night, that I am a very im­por­tant per­son, and Re­juvinat is the ve­hi­cle that made it hap­pen.

“I can’t be­lieve you got the car!” Han­nah stands in front of it like it’s the only one in the world. A thought flits across my mind—It’s just a car—but I take an­other swig of cham­pagne and re­mind my­self why we’re re­ally here.

“It’s be­cause I be­lieved, Han­nah,” I tell her, my voice res­o­lute and mo­ti­va­tional. I know she needs this. Han­nah has been work­ing so hard to re­cruit women, but as she’s said many times be­fore, ev­ery­one she knows is al­ready in an MLM or has some­thing neg­a­tive to say about them. And her sis­ter is still on a ram­page to get her to quit. I grab her hand in true sis­ter­hood.

“You’ll get there. I know you will,” I tell her, and she nods. I keep telling her to do what­ever it takes. Last week, she took out an­other credit card to make her end-of-month sales. At least I didn’t have to float her again! She didn’t tell her hus­band about that one, but to com­mis­er­ate, I share my story of my own hus­band ques­tion­ing the car.

Ques­tion­ing MLMs is some­thing that is seem­ingly hap­pen­ing more of­ten these days, from Han­nah’s hus­band to her sis­ter, and many more. When I joined, there were a few naysay­ers, but by this point, there are mul­ti­ple YouTube chan­nels and so­cial me­dia feeds ded­i­cated to ed­u­cat­ing peo­ple about MLMs. Specif­i­cally, why not to join them. The anti-MLM move­ment em­braced so­cial me­dia just as we boss­babes did, with blogs, Face­book groups, and Red­dit pages—but YouTube be­came the epi­cen­ter of this move­ment, which makes sense, since it has more than two bil­lion users per month. Re­juvinat told us to avoid these pages, of course, like all me­dia that chal­lenged what they were say­ing, but from what I heard, they mostly con­tained anec­do­tal ev­i­dence and sto­ries from “women scorned” who didn’t make it in their own MLM.

How­ever, that wasn’t ac­tu­ally the case. These anti-MLM cre­ators were smart. They used boss­babes’ own lan­guage, so­cial me­dia posts, and even their pri­vate Zoom calls, as ev­i­dence. “Leaked” meet­ings showed MLM team lead­ers pres­sur­ing mem­bers or telling them to make false health or in­come claims. I found this out when I be­came a topic of one very pop­u­lar anti-MLM YouTube cre­ator’s video, as she de­bunked my “sat­u­ra­tion” train­ing that I did for my team. I hes­i­tated to watch it, be­cause I knew I wasn’t sup­posed to, but as I did, it was the first time that I thought, You know, maybe these haters aren’t com­pletely wrong. I made sure to use more se­cure Zoom cre­den­tials go­ing for­ward. Now, I just need to keep Han­nah away from videos like that; her be­lief doesn’t need to be shaken any more.

“They just don’t get it,” I tell her. “I mean, what is that? They don’t want us to work? We get to be our own bosses. And maybe it just scares them.” I don’t know if I re­ally be­lieve any of this. I’m sim­ply trained to gaslight reps’ con­cerns and spout off hy­per­bole, be­cause I need Han­nah to also be a be­liever.

I go get a donut from the donut truck, which might have just been the whole point of the party, and I start talk­ing with the owner, whom I’ve be­come friendly with over my months of plan­ning. Af­ter my third or fourth serv­ing of mini donuts, he laughs: “Dang, you white chicks love your shiny white cars!”

I look around at the party. There are close to a hun­dred women here, and the crowd re­flects ex­actly the model Re­juvinat de­signed, one that caters to af­flu­ent white women and al­most no one else. They are car­bon copies of each other, with the same well-styled hair, the same skinny jeans and dresses, the same four-inch heels or leather booties. It’s like one gi­ant ad for Nord­strom. Re­juvinat likes it this way. Sure, the Black and Lat­inx and Asian girls are in the mar­ket­ing, but there is no Di­ver­sity, Eq­uity, and In­clu­sion (DEI) train­ing or re­cruit­ment pushes into Black, In­dige­nous, and peo­ple of color (BIPOC) com­mu­ni­ties. Maybe it’s bet­ter that way, be­cause even if Re­juvinat could suc­cess­fully re­cruit more Black and Brown women, it wouldn’t be safe for them there.

If you take a look at the “Di­rect Sell­ing in the United States” fact sheet put out by the Di­rect Sell­ing As­so­ci­a­tion (DSA—we will get to them later), it states that “Di­rect Sell­ing Re­flects Amer­ica!” But when you look more closely, they sep­a­rate out the His­panic pop­u­la­tion to skew the data. In re­al­ity, 85 per­cent of the peo­ple in di­rect sell­ing are white. Based on the US cen­sus, the en­tire US pop­u­la­tion is only 60 per­cent white. So, in the­ory, if “Di­rect Sell­ing Re­flects Amer­ica” were ac­cu­rate, I should be look­ing at a room of sixty white peo­ple, eigh­teen His­panic peo­ple, five Asian peo­ple, fif­teen Black peo­ple, and a cou­ple of Pa­cific Is­landers, Na­tive Hawai­ians, or Na­tive Amer­i­cans. Never, any­where, have I seen that lineup rep­re­sented in the di­rect-sales space. This party is a sea of white women, mi­nus the women in the clearly staged mar­ket­ing ma­te­ri­als. This de­cep­tion is in­for­ma­tion con­trol, the dis­tor­tion of mar­ket­ing to make it more ac­cept­able. But why would BIPOC women be in­ter­ested in our com­pany, any­how? The prod­uct shades in our makeup line aren’t di­verse. There are only a cou­ple that cater to skin tones deeper than mid­night beige. On the other end of the spec­trum are dozens of tones in the “light” cat­e­gory.

Di­ver­sity is talked about in MLMs, but it’s usu­ally sea­sonal, dur­ing Black His­tory Month or on Mar­tin Luther King Jr. Day. There are com­mit­tees put to­gether, but they never ac­tu­ally do any­thing, and they al­ways feel more like they’re check­ing a box in­stead of truly ex­plor­ing what di­ver­sity, eq­uity, or in­clu­sion could look like. Re­juvinat once put to­gether a Span­ish-lan­guage biz op, but it was poorly mar­keted and no­body showed up, es­pe­cially since none of our other prod­uct mar­ket­ing or pack­ag­ing was in Span­ish. Fast-for­ward to June 2020, in the wake of the ex­tra­ju­di­cial po­lice killing of George Floyd: I would see how MLMs em­braced it as a mo­ment to drive sales, some even go­ing so far as to have Black Lives Mat­ter sales.

Any­thing for a buck.

Of course, I don’t know or think about any of that yet. If you asked me that night if Re­juvinat was a racially di­verse com­pany, I would have gladly pointed to the ban­ners I had hung at the party, show­ing light-skinned Black women and Asian women, likely hired mod­els. The only ac­tual “train­ing” I re­ceived on di­ver­sity was in re­la­tion to sales stats: a sem­i­nar ti­tled, “The Buy­ing Power of Racial Groups.” In it, we learned that “the buy­ing power of the His­panic com­mu­nity is 1.7 tril­lion; Black con­sumers have the buy­ing power of 1.4 tril­lion, and Asian con­sumers have the buy­ing power of 1.2 tril­lion!”

Ap­par­ently, be­ing di­verse meant tak­ing money from peo­ple who fit into these cat­e­gories, but the push for di­ver­sity ended there.

I laugh with the owner of the donut truck: “And we white women love our donuts!”

I find Vanessa, Becky, Madi­son, June, Ser­ena, and Al­li­son in con­ver­sa­tion and quickly join, shak­ing off the com­ment with some good old com­pe­ti­tion.

Becky and Al­li­son al­ready have their cars and Ser­ena is close, but there’s al­ways an op­por­tu­nity for us boss­babes to flex our brag.

“Well, this is a very ex­cit­ing day for you, Emily! And I have some ex­cit­ing news to add, too!” Becky twirls in her pink sparkly dress.

Oh, here? I mean, couldn’t she have waited un­til, I don’t know, to­mor­row, to make a per­sonal an­nounce­ment? I con­tinue to sur­pass her in ti­tle, and she takes it in stride most of the time, but things like this make me won­der if it’s start­ing to grate on her a bit. Though her pay­check is killer thanks to my and Madi­son’s huge teams, over $40,000 per month, she doesn’t have the strong front line that I do, and un­less she re­cruits more Emilys, she’ll likely stay at the same rank, while I con­tinue to sky­rocket. I sup­pose I can throw her a bone and lend her my spot­light for a sec­ond.

She in­hales and ex­claims, “Brady is re­tir­ing next week!” She lets out a squeal. “I’m re­tir­ing my hus­band!”

“Con­grat­u­la­tions!” Al­li­son, June, and Madi­son ex­claim in creepy uni­son.

“That’s awe­some, Becky, I’m happy for you!” I say as Ser­ena grabs me by the arm.

“Donut time!” she says as she pulls me away to­ward the truck. I know Ser­ena will have a field day with this one. She leans over and shakes her head. “Se­ri­ously, Emily, do me a fa­vor, just kill me if I ever ut­ter the words ‘re­tir­ing my hus­band.’ It’s so cringey. What is he, a fuck­ing race­horse?”

She grabs a choco­late-cov­ered mini donut and asks, “How do you bang a guy who’s mooching off you?”

I erupt in laugh­ter be­cause it’s funny and she’s right. Frankly, isn’t that why so many of us get roped into these MLMs in the first place? The prom­ise of mak­ing some­thing of our­selves? To earn a lit­tle to sup­port the fam­ily? To have some au­ton­omy and not be so re­liant on men? How did this turn into re­mov­ing those same men from the work­force? On its face, it sounds like a great goal to work to­ward, but it’s just an­other way MLMs seek to dom­i­nate the land­scape of their reps’ lives.

“Re­tir­ing your hus­band” is not a fi­nan­cial de­ci­sion; it’s a false demon­stra­tion of fem­pow­er­ment to share on so­cial me­dia. “Look at me! I’m mak­ing so much money, my hus­band doesn’t have to work!” This is the same con­trol as when we pres­sure women to leave their “real jobs” and make the MLM their full-time gig, so they won’t have any­thing to fall back on.

But what about the 401K, health ben­e­fits, paid time off, and other pro­tec­tions that came with that job? MLMs pro­vide ex­actly zero of those things. Not to men­tion, who in their right mind wants to hus­tle and grind in re­tire­ment? Re­tire­ment means that you’re no longer work­ing, so you can en­joy the rest of your life, golf, go to book club, eat din­ner at four in the af­ter­noon, and maybe babysit a few grand­kids.

Not so you can con­tinue to cold-mes­sage and stroke your pyra­mid un­til you die. Ab­sence of em­ploy­ment is not re­tire­ment. “Re­tire your hus­band” in MLM-speak means your spouse quits their job and works the MLM. Of course, ev­ery MLM en­cour­ages both part­ners to be “all in” so they stick with it. Look at Amway and the top tiers of many MLMs, where suc­cess­ful, top-rank­ing reps are pic­tured as cou­ples. Also, ever won­der why it’s al­ways “re­tire my hus­band” and not “re­tire my wife” or “re­tire my spouse”? The het­eronor­ma­tive speak is the MLM lan­guage.

The truth is, if you re­tire your spouse, that means you are now the sole fi­nan­cial provider in your home, re­liant en­tirely on Re­juvinat to cover your mort­gage, your kids’ school, and your own re­tire­ment.

You are more de­pen­dent on the net­work, the sup­port, and the money, mak­ing you less likely to leave. You will put your all into it be­cause you have no other in­come, and now your spouse will be ex­pected to do the same. This eco­nomic con­trol is es­sen­tial, be­cause if you don’t have any other fi­nan­cial op­tions—no “real job” to fall back on, or the sec­ond in­come of a spouse—you are at the mercy of the MLM, which is ex­actly what your up­line and the com­pany want.

Ser­ena is mak­ing al­most as much as I am at this point, over $15,000 per month, but only enough to keep our spend­ing go­ing, not enough for our bread­win­ner hus­bands to stop work­ing, even if we want them to. I guess Becky’s pay­check is enough to jus­tify tak­ing her hus­band out of the work­force.

Thank­fully, no mat­ter how much I make, Kale will never re­tire. Al­though I have to ad­mit, the thought has crossed my mind. Yes, this is “my thing,” but the idea of him be­ing around more, and both of us spend­ing more time to­gether with the kids, isn’t so bad. Ac­cord­ing to so­cial me­dia, Kim­berly and her hus­band are al­ways to­gether, do­ing fun things. And if Kale were to re­tire, it would be fun to have his sup­port. Af­ter all, the im­age of fam­ily that is per­pet­u­ated by MLMs is a happy house­hold with 2.5 kids, frol­ick­ing on beaches with­out a care in the world, all in the name of “chang­ing lives.” It would be nice to have him around more, but then again, our au-pair so­lu­tion is work­ing out just fine. I’m grate­ful this busi­ness has al­lowed me to make more money so that I can pay some­one to watch my kids so I can make more money. Hmm.

Ser­ena and I head back with our next round of donuts and drinks, and we lis­ten as Becky and Madi­son talk about ti­tles and trips and who’s mak­ing it and who’s not. Since Han­nah isn’t pro­duc­ing the way I’d hoped, I’ve been spend­ing more time groom­ing—er, train­ing—Madi­son. Plus, Madi­son de­mands it. She an­noys me, but she’s prof­itable. I’ve been meet­ing prospects with her, do­ing three-way calls, and singing the praises of Re­juvinat like a good up­line should. She keeps me busy! And though some of the re­cruits are duds, it’s a num­bers game. Like we al­ways say, “Re­cruit for quan­tity, train for qual­ity!”

“You’re re­ally go­ing places, Madi­son,” I tell her. “Hey, let’s take a pic­ture with the car. Let ev­ery­one know that you’re on your way to your own FREE car.” Even my words seem to sing out the all caps of FREE.

“Am I on my way?” Madi­son asks in­no­cently.

Becky laughs and re­as­sures the cap­tive au­di­ence of boss­babes, “Honey, you’re all on your way.”

We take a photo and I im­me­di­ately post it to In­sta­gram with all the right tags and hash­tags, talk­ing up Madi­son and her team and how she’s next in line for the car. Though it’s com­mon prac­tice in MLMs, it dawns on me that it’s a bit odd to brag about the things your up­line has earned that you haven’t earned yet—prizes and cars they’ve achieved on the backs of their down­line. Still, Madi­son, Al­li­son, and Becky share the post, and by the time we’re done with our con­ver­sa­tion, Madi­son shows us her phone.

“I’ve got­ten two hun­dred new fol­lows just from your posts,” she tells us. I smile and nod, know­ing full well that most of those peo­ple are al­ready Re­juvinat in­doc­tri­nates, but why not let her have her mo­ment?

Becky fin­ishes her glass of cham­pagne and takes an­other from the cater­ing tray that mag­i­cally passes by. “You just gotta put your­self out there. Peo­ple love a suc­cess story.”

Becky is right. Peo­ple do love a suc­cess story, which is why we project suc­cess at any cost. We’ve all learned to game the sys­tem, but the sys­tem was built to be gamed. We break up or­ders into smaller lots to earn in­cen­tive bonuses, we sign up po­ten­tial cus­tomers as con­sul­tants even if they don’t re­ally want to be, we throw in free­bies that we have to pur­chase our­selves, and we pres­sure peo­ple (of­ten fam­ily or close friends) into buy­ing things they don’t re­ally want based on min­i­mums or strange prod­uct-con­fig­u­ra­tion re­quire­ments. The com­pany then un­loads less-pur­chased or dis­con­tin­ued items by re­quir­ing that you pur­chase them in a bun­dle with the more pop­u­lar items; maybe you don’t want the tooth-whiten­ing paste, but you can only get the lat­est, great­est wrin­kle filler if you buy them to­gether, so you’re gonna do it. And in the end, the com­pany and reps make more money. While these ac­tions in and of them­selves may not be il­le­gal, they are bor­der­line un­eth­i­cal. But it’s easy to jus­tify when we ex­pe­ri­ence the dopamine hit of re­wards for our “work”: earn­ing a prize, be­ing asked to speak at an­other re­cruit­ing event, or be­ing fea­tured on a team leader­board.

Ev­ery­one loves a suc­cess story, but ev­ery­one also loves suc­cess. It is as ad­dic­tive as the cham­pagne that many of us are swill­ing that night, and if some of us don’t make it, if some of us are tak­ing out sec­ond credit cards and beg­ging our sis­ters for help, we prob­a­bly just aren’t boss enough. Like poor Han­nah, bless her heart. She strug­gles so much with her self-con­fi­dence, and it’s shak­ing her abil­ity to build. I keep telling her to read more books! Take more cour­ses! Per­sonal de­vel­op­ment is key in this busi­ness, and in or­der to ex­cel, one must shift their mind­set.

I know my mind­set is golden. And that’s not to say I’m not aware of and haven’t weighed the cost to my­self. I know I’m los­ing friend­ships over it. Friends are sick of me con­stantly try­ing to make a sale, won­der­ing if I’m reach­ing out be­cause I care or be­cause I need to hit a ti­tle that month. I’m be­gin­ning to find it’s eas­ier to reach out to strangers rather than con­tinue to bark up the same old tree. I usu­ally have a few drinks be­fore the cold tex­ting be­gins: “Hey, hun, I’m won­der­ing if I could pick your brain about my busi­ness op­por­tu­nity…” But af­ter a few ex­changes, I find my­self get­ting al­most bel­liger­ent, as it’s hard for me to take no for an an­swer. I start telling them that I’m su­per close to a goal, that all they need to do is sign up, that I’ll hook them up with free prod­ucts if they just buy this one pack­age. Or bet­ter yet, they should just sign up “for the dis­count,” which ben­e­fits me even more. So­cial Se­cu­rity num­ber and an­other warm body to sign the dot­ted line, that’s all I need. The next day, I look at my text mes­sages and Face­book posts and groan, em­bar­rassed by the things I am do­ing and say­ing, but then again, I’m the one get­ting the “FREE” car. If I’m pay­ing for it with my in­tegrity and dig­nity, oh well. That’s just the price of do­ing busi­ness.

Al­though those cold texts came with some costly side ef­fects, they ad­mit­tedly gar­nered re­sults, as I kept sign­ing more women to my down­line. I kept get­ting more shoutouts on so­cial me­dia, more fea­tures in team news­let­ters, more ac­co­lades from cor­po­rate via email to the whole field. Graph­ics and leader­boards would be sent out to other con­sul­tants as a “nah nah nah nah naaaah naaaah” com­par­i­son trap. Some­times, I would won­der whether peo­ple on the “out­side” were get­ting sick of hear­ing about my “ac­com­plish­ments.” I no­ticed that my Face­book posts were re­ceiv­ing fewer com­ments and likes, and that peo­ple had ex­pressed an­noy­ance with my con­stant posts about Re­juvinat.

A good friend of mine, Amanda, started dis­tanc­ing her­self from me when I joined Re­juvinat, yet I con­tin­ued to bug her to join. Ev­ery con­ver­sa­tion we had be­came about the MLM. No won­der she stopped call­ing back. My own brother told me to never talk about my “Ponzi scheme” with him. I was un­friended by many peo­ple. I just couldn’t un­der­stand how they could watch me be­come so suc­cess­ful and not want this for them­selves. This falls in line with the strong “us ver­sus them” men­tal­ity, with MLM reps in gen­eral view­ing a prospect’s choices as be­ing: join the MLM, sit on the fence to de­cide to join the MLM, or be a hater. I per­son­ally echoed this sen­ti­ment across so­cial me­dia:


“How long are you go­ing to sit on the side­lines and watch me be­fore you join?”

“Why are you scared? Don’t limit your­self!”

“Stop mak­ing ex­cuses and start mak­ing money.”



But it’s not that peo­ple are scared, lim­it­ing them­selves, sit­ting on the side­lines, mak­ing ex­cuses, or what­ever stupid as­sump­tions we have about them; it’s just they just don’t fuck­ing want to. Prob­lem is, MLM reps never as­sume that peo­ple might just not want to be boss­babes, which is odd, given that this doesn’t hap­pen with other kinds of jobs. “What? You don’t want to be a fire­man? It’s amaz­ing! You’re just go­ing to sit there and watch me fight fires and post about it and not join me? What’s wrong with you!?” Can you imag­ine? Not ev­ery­one wants to do the same thing! But the lev­els of su­pe­ri­or­ity (and white supremacy) that are en­gen­dered in an MLM, all be­cause you’re con­stantly told you’re amaz­ing, make you be­lieve that ev­ery­one out­side the MLM wants to be where you are. It’s easy to pre­sume that ev­ery­one would want to give this their all, by quit­ting jobs and re­tir­ing hus­bands and be­ing at the top of the pyra­mid with a sparkly pink dress on at a car party—be­cause where the hell else would you want to be?

I could only imag­ine how worn out my non-MLM net­work was with my con­stant post­ing and ac­co­lades. Yet, at the same time, it was those same ac­co­lades that were help­ing me to re­cruit. As much as I was push­ing some peo­ple away, I was bring­ing in those who saw and be­lieved in the dream I was sell­ing, even if I was start­ing to alien­ate the peo­ple I re­ally cared about. I couldn’t let them stand in the way of my suc­cess!

I get an­other glass of cham­pagne, as it’s al­most time for my coro­na­tion speech. I don’t re­mem­ber much of what I say, be­cause I’ve had more glasses of Veuve than I’ve had donuts, and I’ve had a lot of donuts, but I’m pretty sure it’s a stock hash­tag speech about be­ing blessed (as though God had be­stowed this white SUV upon me) and about how hard I’ve worked (which is true, be­cause I’ve never done so much busy­work in my life) and how ev­ery­one in the room can one day achieve the same prize (even if, when I pause long enough to ru­mi­nate on what I’m do­ing, I doubt that’s ac­tu­ally true). I re­mem­ber want­ing to be in­spi­ra­tional, as this is my big cheer­leader mo­ment—“Sell, sell, sell!”—but in­stead, I use the per­sonal de­vel­op­ment lan­guage we have been taught: “Dream, dream, dream!”

I am liv­ing the dream, so why, when I look out at the au­di­ence and see Han­nah tak­ing an­other selfie with my car, does it all feel so wrong? More wrong than it did yes­ter­day, and the day be­fore. My ra­tio­nal­iz­ing is be­gin­ning to wa­ver.

And yet, I stop those thoughts when they come in. Sure, the MLM has its flaws, but ev­ery­thing has flaws, right? Ev­ery job has its ups and downs, and I have been pretty good at learn­ing how to ig­nore the downs. I bat away the com­plaints from my fam­ily that I’m al­ways gone. I ig­nore the signs and the cries for help from Han­nah, and the fact that other team mem­bers aren’t rank­ing up. In­stead, I lis­ten to the Beckys and Al­lisons and Kim­berlys, and I watch the suc­cesses of the Madis­ons. “I’m a lifer,” I tell my­self. “I be­lieve in this!” I ig­nore the drink­ing and the wild nights and the back­stab­bing and the fake friend­ships. I ig­nore the fact that de­spite how “suc­cess­ful” ev­ery­one says they are at the top, no one ever seems con­tent.

That un­set­tling feel­ing that maybe I’m ig­nor­ing some­thing re­ally im­por­tant is stronger than it’s ever been, but I’ve be­come adept at hid­ing my reser­va­tions and smil­ing for the cam­era and my ador­ing fans. I raise my glass and toast all the women in the room: “To la­dy­bosses!”

They re­ply back, “To la­dy­bosses!”

I chug the rest of my glass, and as much as I wish I could tell you about the rest of the night, I can’t. I re­mem­ber writ­ing the check to the owner of the donut truck and him ask­ing me how I will be get­ting home. I think I might have pointed to the car with the big red bow. I re­mem­ber say­ing good­bye to Han­nah, who was also sway­ing in the wind. And I re­mem­ber rip­ping that mas­sive bow off and toss­ing it to the ground of the restau­rant park­ing lot, be­fore get­ting in my new Mer­cedes and driv­ing home.

But what I re­ally re­mem­ber is see­ing blue and red lights flash­ing be­hind me. It takes me a sec­ond to re­al­ize what’s hap­pen­ing. Prob­a­bly too long for the cops who saw me swerv­ing across the road. By the time they make it to my win­dow, I know what they’re go­ing to say, and I know how to re­spond. I re­mem­ber be­ing told by one of my MLM friends that you never, ever agree to a Breath­a­lyzer.

I smile when the cop raps on my win­dow and asks, “You mind step­ping out of the car?”

I agree to a field test, ig­no­rantly con­fi­dent that I’m ca­pa­ble of pass­ing it. I don’t even bother tak­ing off my five-inch heels as I stag­ger around along the side of the road.

“Do you want to take those off, ma’am?” the of­fi­cer asks.

“No, I’m good,” I re­ply with a thumbs-up, but then I re­al­ize that I’m far from good. I take off the heels, squat­ting down to un­buckle them, fin­gers shak­ing and short of breath. Un­for­tu­nately, it doesn’t help.

The of­fi­cer in­ter­rupts the test. “Ma’am, I think you’ve had too much to drink. I’m plac­ing you un­der ar­rest for driv­ing un­der the in­flu­ence.”

He snaps the hand­cuffs on my wrist just as the tow truck ar­rives for my car. I’m placed in the back of the squad car and made to wait while they load my new FREE car onto the bed. I watch the li­cense plate get smaller in front of me as it drives away. Tears fill my eyes as I re­al­ize that I am fucked.

When the po­lice of­fi­cer re­turns to the car, he asks, “Do you have some­one to call when we get to the sta­tion?”

I know im­me­di­ately that I can’t call my hus­band. I won­der whether Han­nah might still be up.
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El­bow, El­bow, Wrist, Wrist [image: ]


Now, I re­ally liked my team, and the trips. What I hated? The vul­ner­a­bil­ity porn. Need­ing to tell my deep­est dark­est se­crets as a way to con­nect, and hear­ing other peo­ple’s deep, dark se­crets. It made me think: Is this col­lat­eral? Why do I need to do this to be in this club?

—WIN­NIE, for­mer MLM rep



Six months af­ter my car party, I find my­self at a cof­fee shop with a new ad­di­tion: an AA spon­sor. It wasn’t a straight line that took me to my first AA meet­ing in a church base­ment, and it wasn’t the DUI ei­ther, be­cause I didn’t get sober right away. In fact, it took the DUI ar­rest, a Breath­a­lyzer in my FREE car, sev­eral at­tempts to cut back on drink­ing, fol­lowed by more fail­ures and nu­mer­ous hos­pi­tal stints, in­clud­ing an over­dose of sleep­ing pills, for me to be­gin to ac­cept that I needed a change. It was wak­ing up in bed hun­gover for the thou­sandth time, lis­ten­ing to my kids down­stairs, re­al­iz­ing I was elim­i­nat­ing my­self and that the only rock bot­tom lower than a failed sui­cide at­tempt was a suc­cess­ful one. All of that was fi­nally enough for me to seek help.

What shocks me is how much ev­ery­one in my MLM has em­braced my new­found so­bri­ety. Though for a long time they en­cour­aged my drink­ing, even cel­e­brat­ing it (I was al­ways praised for how “fun” I was when I was drunk), they con­grat­u­late me and sup­port my new al­co­hol-free path. Even Madi­son, who isn’t ex­actly some­one I’d con­sider a dear friend, sends me a card with kind words. I be­gin to feel “with it” for the first time in my life. In fact, I am so “with it” that I start feel­ing gross about some of my be­hav­ior: the cold mes­sag­ing, the high-pres­sure sales tac­tics, the long-winded biz ops while I was ham­mered. I can’t bring my­self to prospect strangers any­more. It makes me re­al­ize how much of this I had been do­ing drunk. Be­ing ine­bri­ated with lower in­hi­bi­tions helped me do the things that I likely wouldn’t have felt com­fort­able do­ing with­out it—what I used to con­sider liq­uid courage, I sup­pose. And yet, Madi­son is grow­ing, and my down­line is mak­ing me money.

I still feel, for the most part, that money means I am suc­cess­ful. In fact, it has seemed to bal­ance out the other parts of my life that had fallen into ab­ject fail­ure. Be­fore I quit drink­ing, my al­co­hol is­sues and the an­tics that ac­com­pa­nied them had led my hus­band and me close to the brink of di­vorce. Thank­fully, we’re re­pair­ing those parts of our re­la­tion­ship, too. And the friend­ships I’d de­stroyed are slowly but surely be­ing healed.

Over the next few months, de­spite me not re­cruit­ing or reach­ing out to peo­ple, my team con­tin­ues to grow. Of course, Madi­son is re­cruit­ing al­most all of her clients and many hair­styl­ists in the Seat­tle area, so the num­bers are huge. My pay­checks have dou­bled since she joined. Be­cause of that, I hit the very top rank of the com­pany just a few months af­ter get­ting sober: Ex­cel­lence Cir­cle. Sure, I “helped” a few team mem­bers get to their ranks again by plac­ing a few or­ders (get­ting them to the top 3 per­cent in or­der to get me to the top 0.05 per­cent). How­ever, this time, I feel a bit weirder about the de­ci­sion; the al­co­hol isn’t there to numb my be­hav­ior or make me for­get about it al­to­gether. Be­fore I stopped drink­ing, I was wor­ried my sales would fall off if I quit, but since get­ting sober, they are only im­prov­ing. Word started to get around that I quit drink­ing and cor­po­rate be­came in­ter­ested in my story: cau­tion­ary tale meets in­spir­ing re­ver­sal meets cold, hard cash. It’s the stuff of MLM lore, and since I am now a top leader in the com­pany, they want me to tell the tale.

My re­gional man­ager, Seth, reaches out, en­cour­ag­ing me to share my “in­spir­ing jour­ney” with oth­ers. Not long af­ter, I am asked to speak at Con­ven­tion. This is only six months af­ter I got my DUI in my brand-new FREE car; now, here I am, be­ing asked to go on stage in front of thou­sands and spill the tea.

MLMs tend to be value-ag­nos­tic in this way, us­ing any op­por­tu­nity to spin some­one’s sob story to their ad­van­tage, even if the MLMs’ cul­ture is di­rectly re­lated to dopamine hits and ad­dic­tive be­hav­ior. I’ve heard key­note speeches from women who had lost chil­dren or spouses, dealt with can­cer, gone through painful di­vorces, be­come par­a­lyzed, or sur­vived do­mes­tic-abuse sit­u­a­tions, all spun in a way that would lead you to be­lieve the MLM un­locked their abil­ity to process this trauma. In­doc­tri­na­tion through other women’s pain. And now, I am the new in­spi­ra­tional tale. I ac­tu­ally feel hon­ored.

Look­ing back, this is the part that might be the hard­est. Be­cause get­ting sober was an in­cred­i­bly painful, in­ti­mate af­fair. Af­ter I got the car, even af­ter the ar­rest, the pres­sure to stay on top in­creased. And at first, I couldn’t imag­ine do­ing any of it sober. But I was faced with a choice: Re­juvinat or my fam­ily? I re­al­ized that if I didn’t get sober, I’d lose a lot more than my #boss­babe job; I’d lose my hus­band, my chil­dren, my life.

I was on top at Re­juvinat, and ap­par­ently, my great­est heart­break was its great­est suc­cess story.

So­bri­ety isn’t just a catch­phrase for me; I am des­per­ately try­ing to sal­vage my mar­riage and my re­la­tion­ships with my chil­dren and friends, which were se­verely com­pro­mised by my be­hav­ior. I have to re­build a lot of trust. But Re­juvinat is still my fam­ily. At this point, I have been with the com­pany for over four years. Becky, Ser­ena, Al­li­son, and even Madi­son have be­come like sis­ters to me. We have walked with one an­other through so much, and so even though Re­juvinat is di­rectly con­nected to some of my bad choices, I can’t help but be hon­ored by their in­vi­ta­tion, see­ing it not just as ex­ploita­tion, which it clearly is, but also as con­grat­u­la­tions.

I am rid­ing the emo­tional roller coaster that MLMs count on: the dopamine hits, the prom­ise of what’s pos­si­ble—a higher ti­tle, more money, more ac­co­lades. At this point, I’m deeply over­whelmed, and with­out al­co­hol in my sys­tem, I have be­come an adren­a­line/sero­tonin/dopamine/cor­ti­sol ma­chine. I have to ac­tu­ally process feel­ings I’ve been numb­ing out for years. I’m see­ing a ther­a­pist, work­ing with a spon­sor, ex­er­cis­ing, med­i­tat­ing, jour­nal­ing; with the ab­sence of al­co­hol, I’m cling­ing to any life raft I can find, in­clud­ing the love bombs from Re­juvinat. Make rank? Get asked to speak at Con­ven­tion? You’re the star. Some­one out­ranks you and leaves you in their dust? You get ghosted. It makes you want to keep the praise com­ing.

There’s a rea­son why the first rank in any MLM is easy to hit—so you start feel­ing the ben­e­fits, emo­tions, and love bomb­ing right away. Be­cause then, as with any ad­dic­tion, you con­tinue to crave and ro­man­ti­cize the drug. And in the case of MLMs, the drug is at­ten­tion. It cer­tainly is for me.

For SAHMs, who of­ten feel ig­nored, this at­ten­tion is ad­dic­tive. The rise of “mom­flu­encers” and the fake au­then­tic­ity of so­cial me­dia only in­crease our ten­dency to crit­i­cize and com­pare. Jo Pi­azza, host of the pod­cast Un­der the In­flu­ence, dove deep into the multi­bil­lion-dol­lar in­dus­try of mom­sta­gram­mers, which al­lows women to mon­e­tize moth­er­hood with un­re­al­is­tic, cu­rated, and idyl­lic ex­pec­ta­tions. She says that what we see on so­cial me­dia “feels real, just real enough, but never real real… it’s anx­i­ety-in­duc­ing for moth­ers—this highly styl­ized per­fect con­tent is a very Amer­i­can aes­thetic.” It’s very in line with MLM cul­ture to ask, “What can I mon­e­tize here? How can I turn this into a sale?”



INSTEAD OF SCROLLING my drunk texts, try­ing to re­mem­ber what I did and who I need to apol­o­gize to, sit­ting at a cof­fee shop with my spon­sor ev­ery Sun­day has be­come my new nor­mal. Af­ter our step work, I tell her about speak­ing at Con­ven­tion, brag­ging about my op­por­tu­nity at the ul­ti­mate boss­babe sum­mit. My spon­sor fi­nally cau­tions me about MLM life.

“Just be care­ful,” she says. “You’re still so fresh in so­bri­ety, so make sure it’s the story you want to tell.”

I am taken aback. This is the per­son I’ve been more hon­est with than any­one—she knows all my griev­ances, my amends, ev­ery­thing. She is my con­fes­sional.

“Why wouldn’t it be my story?” I ask, de­fen­sive. “You know how trans­par­ent I’ve been!”

“Well…” She hes­i­tates. “Have you no­ticed a theme with your amends?”

She ref­er­ences the list on my fourth step, the things I still hold shame or anger around, the things I need to “find my part in,” and then make amends where ap­pro­pri­ate.

“So many of them are around peo­ple you brought into Re­juvinat, or things you did while you were in Re­juvinat. Do you see a theme here?”

I suck in my breath. Yes. Maybe I am just re­al­iz­ing it for the first time, but I can see it all in black and white, lit­er­ally be­cause I had writ­ten it all down—my guilt for sell­ing peo­ple a busi­ness kit when I knew they didn’t have enough money, shame for bug­ging the crap out of peo­ple for the sake of the num­bers game, cringe about get­ting drunk on “busi­ness trips” and not re­mem­ber­ing what I said or did.

The wine trip, the black­out in Ve­gas, the car party… I know what she’s get­ting at.

“Yes, I do see a theme. But isn’t it like a chicken/egg thing? I don’t think I would have be­haved that way if I hadn’t been drink­ing. Like, now I’m not do­ing those things.” I fail to pick up what she is putting down, that the “op­por­tu­nity” was the toxic part of these in­ter­ac­tions, and the al­co­hol was just the cat­a­lyst.

“I’m just say­ing, make sure when you share your story, it isn’t be­ing used to sell some­thing else. Don’t let other peo­ple use your pain to sell things.”

I nod in agree­ment, but it isn’t reg­is­ter­ing. I have been con­di­tioned to smell a hater from a mile away, and even though my spon­sor has helped me see so much about my life in a short pe­riod of time, I know she’s wrong on this one. My Re­juvinat de­fense sys­tem is fully em­ployed as I think, This is for peo­ple al­ready in the com­pany; it’s not like this is for prospects. It’s just to in­spire! And shar­ing my so­bri­ety story is a pos­i­tive thing for ev­ery­one!

I can’t see the level of ex­ploita­tion I am will­ing to put up with just yet, de­spite the warn­ing sig­nals that have been bounc­ing off my Re­juvinat ar­mor from all sides for months now. I can’t see that this isn’t about me be­ing a great leader or shar­ing an in­spir­ing story; it’s just an­other way to in­doc­tri­nate more peo­ple and keep them stuck in Re­juvinat.

I think we would all agree it’s not eth­i­cal to share your per­sonal trauma or tragedy in or­der to at­tract cus­tomers, but where would the well­ness in­dus­try be with­out that mar­ket­ing gim­mick? In MLMs, the strat­egy be­comes weaponized be­cause you al­ready know peo­ple, mean­ing you know their vul­ner­a­bil­i­ties, which makes them feel closer to you but also makes them more sus­cep­ti­ble to in­doc­tri­na­tion.

Even as I sit across from my spon­sor act­ing like she doesn’t know what she’s talk­ing about, I re­mem­ber an ice­breaker ac­tiv­ity at a re­ward trip from the pre­vi­ous year: the “I am” ac­tiv­ity. It was es­sen­tially a trauma-dump­ing ex­er­cise, where we had to write “I am” on a piece of pa­per, be as open and vul­ner­a­ble as pos­si­ble, and then walk around the room shar­ing them with each other.

I read things like:


“I am an in­cest sur­vivor.”

“I am in an abu­sive mar­riage.”

“I am se­verely de­pressed.”



I read deep, heart­felt things, brim­ming with per­sonal pain, about per­fect strangers. You know what my list started with? “I’m hun­gover.”

This rit­u­al­is­tic pub­lic con­fes­sion of sins is a com­mon prac­tice in MLMs but also in most cults—to get you to re­veal all your tucked-away vul­ner­a­bil­i­ties so that they’re able to tie their cart to your sad, pa­thetic horse. It was this busi­ness that brought out my great­ness, and it can bring out yours, too!

As if sell­ing face creams is go­ing to heal your trauma.

Af­ter I pack up and head home from our Sun­day meet­ing, I think about what my spon­sor said. I think about how I used my can­cer jour­ney to sell skin­care. I think about how the pain points of moth­er­hood, wom­an­hood, and all of our in­se­cu­ri­ties are placed un­der a mi­cro­scope and ex­ploited to sell an op­por­tu­nity. And praise be, Kim­berly, I even be­gin to think that wine-mom cul­ture, diet cul­ture, and MLMs may be shilling the same nar­ra­tive: “Don’t fix the prob­lem—fix your­self! Don’t worry about the fact that your size doesn’t mat­ter—buy this cleanse! Don’t ac­cept your­self for who you are—just drink your way through it! Don’t stay poor—be a boss­babe!”

I think about the first day I met Becky for wine, des­per­ate for hu­man com­pan­ion­ship and an es­cape from my real life. And though it’s just a crack, I be­gin to see how ex­ploita­tive this might be, even as part of me still be­lieves I’m help­ing peo­ple.

But quickly, my Re­juvinat senses over­power my con­science. I re­mind my­self that my in­ten­tions have al­ways been good. Sure, some peo­ple are ex­ploita­tive, reach­ing out to women who’ve just had ba­bies to lose baby weight, DM-ing peo­ple with acne to sug­gest some­thing to fix their skin, even cold-mes­sag­ing wid­ows to sug­gest they need a new source of in­come—but I gen­uinely mean well. Don’t I? Maybe I’ve reached out to new moms in the past. And I’ve sug­gested skin­care to some­one with vis­i­ble acne, as well. But be­fore I can dwell on the in­ter­nal tug-of-war much longer, I get a phone call.

“Hi, An­drea!” I cheer­fully wel­come the in­ter­rup­tion.

An­drea is a good friend from high school, and she’s also a boss­babe for a dif­fer­ent com­pany; we are both about the same rank in our re­spec­tive com­pa­nies. In fact, she reached out to me quite a while be­fore I joined Re­juvinat, back when I thought di­rect sales was kind of weird, but I just didn’t un­der­stand it then. Plus, An­drea works with an ex­er­cise/fit­ness com­pany, and I was preg­nant at the time, so fit­ness wasn’t a fit. But since I’ve been in an MLM, I’ve watched her cruise up the ranks in Ad­vo­Care, just as I have in Re­juvinat. It’s cool that we can talk about our ex­pe­ri­ences be­cause there are so many sim­i­lar­i­ties—lead­ing lead­ers, try­ing to mo­ti­vate peo­ple (some­times, wake the dead), and deal­ing with ev­ery­thing that comes along with be­ing a boss­babe. There’s a weird dy­namic among MLM peo­ple—that is, we are stern about de­fend­ing our com­pany in the sales pitch: “Join me, not her! Join this com­pany, not that one!” But once peo­ple are en­trenched in their own com­mer­cial cult, we’re in a sim­i­lar sis­ter­hood. We’re de­fend­ing against the same ob­jec­tions from peo­ple who (right­fully) don’t be­lieve in or un­der­stand the MLM busi­ness model, or who (right­fully) think it’s preda­tory, so we stick up for and sup­port each other.

An­drea and I buy each other’s stuff, have events to­gether, and share our prod­ucts with each other’s cus­tomers, be­cause it’s a win-win! It gets a lit­tle sticky when one of her cus­tomers wants to join my com­pany, and vice versa, but for the most part, we’ve stayed con­nected and it’s worked out. I’m ex­cited she’s call­ing, since my per­sonal reach outs have been tem­pered by my so­bri­ety. I can’t cold-mes­sage any­more. I can’t do the “just check­ing in!” mes­sages to peo­ple who have told me no over and over and over. It feels icky.

I’m hop­ing she might be able to of­fer some ad­vice to get over this new hump in my busi­ness, but im­me­di­ately, my hopes are dashed.

“You will never be­lieve this,” she says in tears over the phone. “Ad­vo­Care is leav­ing MLM. My pay­check is gone.” She chokes back a sob be­fore telling me, “I’m los­ing my whole down­line.”

What. The. Hell.

Ap­par­ently, the Fed­eral Trade Com­mis­sion ruled that Ad­vo­Care has been op­er­at­ing as an il­le­gal pyra­mid scheme. Ac­cord­ing to the FTC, Ad­vo­Care re­warded dis­trib­u­tors hand­ily for re­cruit­ing other dis­trib­u­tors, con­vinc­ing them to spend large sums of money to pur­sue the busi­ness op­por­tu­nity. But like most MLMs, the ma­jor­ity of dis­trib­u­tors ei­ther made no money or lost money. Ad­vo­Care and the CEO agreed to pay $150 mil­lion for con­sumer re­funds, and two of the top pro­mot­ers set­tled for $4 mil­lion (most were sus­pended be­cause they weren’t able to pay) and all were banned from mul­ti­level mar­ket­ing.

I re­mem­ber a few years ear­lier, An­drea freaked out about some ex­posé that was done in a na­tional mag­a­zine talk­ing about how most of the highly paid Ad­vo­Care reps (which was a very small per­cent­age) made their money by sign­ing up dis­trib­u­tors rather than through prod­uct sales. It dis­cussed the ex­ag­ger­ated claims of fi­nan­cial suc­cess, and the strong use of re­li­gion as an in­te­gral part of the busi­ness model. I also knew that An­drea hap­pened to do all of those things. She’s def­i­nitely posted on Face­book about high earn­ings and God and how the more de­vout mem­bers hold more power in the com­pany. But I knew her. I knew her heart and her in­ten­tions. Or did I? This is why white women, just like me, can be so dan­ger­ous. “But I know her” is a great ex­cuse for bad be­hav­ior. I was will­ing to over­look these preda­tory prac­tices be­cause she was a friend. And it’s eas­ier to over­look bad be­hav­ior when it doesn’t im­pact you per­son­ally, and es­pe­cially when you’re mim­ick­ing much of the be­hav­ior your­self. Re­gard­less of how she built her huge down­line, eth­i­cally or not, now it was all gone.

“Shit, An­drea. I’m so sorry,” I con­sole her over the phone, lis­ten­ing to her tears and an­guish. I am stunned. Her or­ga­ni­za­tion is now one level, not mul­ti­ple. So in­stead of hav­ing thou­sands of peo­ple in her down­line, all with their own cus­tomers, with in­come flow­ing to her, she now has no down­line, just her own cus­tomers. Her $50,000-plus monthly pay­checks aren’t just be­ing slashed; they are be­ing dec­i­mated. She’ll be lucky if she makes $500 a month. Be­cause the money is al­ways in the down­line, not the sales. All I can think is Could this hap­pen to Re­juvinat? But Re­juvinat is dif­fer­ent, right?

Very shortly af­ter the call from An­drea, Re­juvinat (and prob­a­bly ev­ery other pan­icked MLM) goes on the de­fen­sive and sends out a dam­age-con­trol email:


Re­juvinat is a lead­ing brand thanks to YOU, our pow­er­ful com­mu­nity of con­sul­tants, and top-notch busi­ness model! Un­like other com­pa­nies that have been the tar­get of FTC in­ves­ti­ga­tions, we have a ro­bust cus­tomer base and a com­pen­sa­tion plan that does not de­pend solely on dis­trib­u­tors! We are proud that the ma­jor­ity of our sales are to cus­tomers. We also place great im­por­tance on ed­u­ca­tion for our con­sul­tant com­mu­nity. We do not sell this op­por­tu­nity with im­proper in­come claims, and we have a trans­par­ent in­come dis­clo­sure state­ment. Ad­vo­Care, on the other hand, has been the sub­ject of high-pro­file press and is a de­fen­dant in a class-ac­tion law­suit. They have also been in­ves­ti­gated by the FTC for two years. Please know, none of these things ap­ply to us at Re­juvinat. Thanks again for your com­mit­ment to our brand!



Im­me­di­ately, red flags go up. Maybe I am bristling from the con­ver­sa­tion with An­drea, but I’m not buy­ing this. First of all, Re­juvinat has many chal­lenges; we’ve had nu­mer­ous class-ac­tion law­suits brought due to prod­uct prob­lems and cus­tomer com­plaints. But be­yond that, the vague “ma­jor­ity of sales to cus­tomers” is bull­shit. I know it, and they know it. Sure, maybe my “pyra­mid” is more cus­tomers than con­sul­tants, but only be­cause I re­cruited con­sul­tants who brought in those cus­tomers. The ac­qui­si­tion of cus­tomers is de­pen­dent on re­cruit­ing all of those peo­ple! Also, the com­pen­sa­tion ab­so­lutely de­pends on con­sump­tion by con­sul­tants be­cause we have min­i­mum prod­uct pur­chases per month, and prod­uct auto-ship­ment pro­grams that are dif­fi­cult to can­cel.

And trans­par­ent in­come dis­clo­sures? You have to dig to find them. We are al­ways dis­cour­aged from shar­ing them, told only to ref­er­ence but never link to them, though ev­ery post you scroll on so­cial me­dia has in­come claims, or is sell­ing the op­por­tu­nity: on the beach, liv­ing your best life, work from any­where, never miss a mo­ment. Graph­ics the com­pany pre­pares for us to share. These are ab­so­lutely in­come-op­por­tu­nity claims.

Though I’m sure the cor­po­rate let­ter quenches the fire for most, the crack that has be­gun to form in my own loy­alty be­gins to widen.

Gray Chap­man ex­plains in his Vox.com ar­ti­cle, “MLMs Take the Worst Parts of the Gig Econ­omy, Then Make You Pay”:


MLMs and the gig econ­omy both cap­i­tal­ize on a deeply Amer­i­can cul­tural mythos that self-re­liance and grit are all it takes to suc­ceed. Yet by ne­glect­ing to pro­vide work­ers with ba­sic pro­tec­tions or clear, pre­dictable un­der­stand­ing of in­come, they’re si­mul­ta­ne­ously com­plicit in some of the very same driv­ers of so­cioe­co­nomic in­equal­ity that force peo­ple to seek out a side gig in the first place. It’s cap­i­tal­ism with hash­tags and a Snapchat fil­ter, but it’s still cap­i­tal­ism, propped up by la­bor­ers whose ef­forts re­ward the for­tu­nate few who sit at the top of the pyra­mid.



I cer­tainly don’t want to lose my down­line, but this email doesn’t al­le­vi­ate my con­cerns. If the FTC could shut down Ad­vo­Care, why not Re­juvinat? But then I be­gin with the ra­tio­nal­iz­ing game once more. Why don’t more MLMs get shut down if they’re re­ally all that bad? They can’t be that bad, right?

The truth? When it comes to the FTC’s power, it’s all pol­i­tics. MLMs have deep con­nec­tions to pow­er­ful lob­by­ing groups. Trump was the pro­gen­i­tor of his own MLM, The Trump Net­work, which sold vi­ta­mins, mood-in­fu­sion bev­er­ages, and other health prod­ucts. Betsy De­Vos made $75 mil­lion from her in­volve­ment in Amway dur­ing the Trump ad­min­is­tra­tion alone. Most US sen­a­tors who pub­licly state that they don’t be­lieve MLMs need more reg­u­la­tion have taken huge do­na­tions from MLMs, or the DSA it­self. Mar­sha Black­burn (a Re­pub­li­can sen­a­tor from Ten­nes­see) has taken con­tri­bu­tions from Herbal­ife and the DSA, Mike Lee (a Re­pub­li­can sen­a­tor from Utah) from Young Liv­ing and dōTERRA, and the list goes on. Be­yond that, many politi­cians who are not in­volved in MLMs, as well as the gen­eral pop­u­la­tion, typ­i­cally don’t un­der­stand what MLMs are.

Doug Brooks is a lawyer in Mass­a­chu­setts who, over the past thirty years, has lit­i­gated a va­ri­ety of civil cases na­tion­wide, in­clud­ing mat­ters in­volv­ing fran­chises, deal­er­ships, and prod­uct dis­tri­bu­tion, as well as se­cu­ri­ties, an­titrust, and con­sumer-pro­tec­tion class ac­tion. He has sub­stan­tial ex­pe­ri­ence rep­re­sent­ing the vic­tims of fraud­u­lent and de­cep­tive MLM schemes and has rep­re­sented for­mer MLM reps in class-ac­tion law­suits in state and fed­eral court. Ac­cord­ing to Brooks, since the 1970s, the way the FTC has tried to rein in the MLM folks is by do­ing case-by-case pros­e­cu­tions of or­ga­ni­za­tions such as the now-de­funct Vemma, which was shut down in 2015 by the FTC for en­gag­ing in de­cep­tive prac­tices and pyra­mid schem­ing. Sim­i­larly, in 2016, the FTC fined Herbal­ife $20 mil­lion, say­ing their com­pen­sa­tion plan was un­fair be­cause it “re­wards dis­trib­u­tors for re­cruit­ing oth­ers to join and pur­chase prod­ucts in or­der to ad­vance in the mar­ket­ing pro­gram, rather than in re­sponse to ac­tual re­tail de­mand for the prod­uct.” The FTC picks an MLM, an­a­lyzes it thor­oughly, brings a case, does a great job, shuts it down, and maybe re­cov­ers some of the money lost to give to vic­tims.

Oth­ers re­ceive huge fines and re­brand with dif­fer­ent names (Ner­ium, now Ne­ora, and Newys, now Modere) or change their struc­ture in or­der to stay in busi­ness, like Herbal­ife, Nu Skin, and now, Ad­vo­Care. They do this ev­ery cou­ple of years, which is great, but un­for­tu­nately, there are hun­dreds more MLMs with which to con­tend. It’s an in­dus­try-wide prob­lem. De­cep­tive and un­fair con­duct is ubiq­ui­tous and not at all rare or un­usual; you see at least a few of the same de­cep­tive strate­gies in ev­ery MLM. Al­though the FTC should be ap­plauded for the pros­e­cu­tions they have done, it’s not enough.

What the FTC has pro­posed, very re­cently, is to de­velop a reg­u­la­tion that will ap­ply not only to MLMs, but to any gig econ­omy, any in­dus­try that makes an earn­ings claim: “Join our biz, take our course, fol­low our plan, you’ll make money.” If this reg­u­la­tion does end up pass­ing, it would ap­ply to all MLMs and make it eas­ier for the FTC to pros­e­cute com­pa­nies that don’t fol­low this rule. But pass­ing a fed­eral reg­u­la­tion is very dif­fi­cult.

How has the MLM in­dus­try avoided reg­u­la­tion so well up to this point? The FTC has a fran­chise rule that was passed in the 1970s. If you’re go­ing to buy a fran­chise (Dunkin’ Donuts, Burger King, Sub­way), you need to sign a dis­clo­sure state­ment from the com­pany with ev­ery­thing you need to know well be­fore you in­vest any money. How­ever, this reg­u­la­tion doesn’t ap­ply un­less the re­quired pay­ments in the first six months are over $500. This is how MLMs avoid be­ing scru­ti­nized un­der the fran­chise rule; if you look at MLMs, there is al­ways a buy-in busi­ness kit that is less than $500. Sure, there are many that cost more, but as long as they of­fer a buy-in within their prod­uct port­fo­lio that is less than $500, they can skirt the reg­u­la­tion. Dis­clo­sures should be given and agreed to well be­fore you sign any­thing or pay any money. Af­ter all, you need time to un­der­stand what the hell you’re get­ting into, and to do your own re­search, which doesn’t in­clude lis­ten­ing to the par­roted script of your po­ten­tial up­line.

A few decades af­ter the fran­chise rule, the FTC de­cided it needed a rule about busi­ness op­por­tu­ni­ties. Fi­nal­ized in 2011, the Busi­ness Op­por­tu­nity Rule’s in­ten­tion is to pro­tect con­sumers by re­quir­ing an MLM to give po­ten­tial re­cruits ba­sic in­come dis­clo­sures. When the rule was pro­posed, the MLM in­dus­try col­lec­tively lost their shit. Ac­cord­ing to The Verge, in 2014, they in­creased spend­ing for lob­by­ists and begged mem­bers of Con­gress to tell the FTC to leave MLMs alone. The DSA got more than sev­en­teen thou­sand peo­ple to send let­ters to the FTC op­pos­ing the rule. They ba­si­cally over­whelmed the FTC, and they were suc­cess­ful; the FTC ex­empted MLMs from the rule. Side­note: The DSA in it­self is a joke, as I ref­er­enced in the pre­vi­ous chap­ter, with its bang-up job break­ing down the (non)di­ver­sity of MLMs. It is a self-reg­u­lated non­profit that pre­tends to po­lice MLMs, yet ev­ery sin­gle per­son on the board is an MLM CEO or has strong fi­nan­cial ties to an MLM. The DSA for­merly had no code of ethics, and in re­sponse to scru­tiny about its lack of checks and bal­ances, it es­tab­lished a self-reg­u­la­tory en­tity known as the Di­rect Sell­ing Self-Reg­u­la­tory Coun­cil (DSSRC) at the be­gin­ning of 2019. The DSA fully funds the DSSRC. The coun­cil was cre­ated to shield the in­dus­try from fur­ther scru­tiny and reg­u­la­tory over­sight, rather than to pro­tect cus­tomers from de­cep­tion.

But to the out­side ob­server, it seems le­git! It has a logo and of­fi­cial-look­ing pho­tos on its web­site, af­ter all. It’s enough to set the minds of prospects at ease: “Oh, don’t worry, we’re en­dorsed by the DSA and reg­u­lated by the DSSRC.”

Which is a bit like say­ing you’re a gun-con­trol group en­dorsed and reg­u­lated by the NRA.

Along with the FTC, the SEC can also bring cases against MLMs. The SEC pro­tects in­vestors by en­forc­ing se­cu­ri­ties laws and en­sures that in­vestors are treated fairly and hon­estly. How­ever, there are short­com­ings in en­force­ment when it comes to MLMs, ac­cord­ing to Gary Lan­gan Good­e­now, a for­mer trial at­tor­ney in the SEC en­force­ment di­vi­sion. Be­cause by the time the SEC en­force­ment di­vi­sion comes in to freeze as­sets, the money is long gone. The empty prom­ises made to the re­cruit are gen­er­ally from an in­de­pen­dent con­trac­tor of the com­pany, not the com­pany it­self. And since all con­trac­tors sign on the dot­ted line of a con­sul­tant agree­ment form be­fore they join, even if they don’t read it, they tech­ni­cally agree to the risk, and there is very lit­tle the SEC can do.

And what about those in­come dis­clo­sure state­ments I men­tioned ear­lier that boss­babes are al­ways post­ing ref­er­ences to in tiny fine print un­der the pho­tos of them pos­ing with their shiny FREE cars in front of an ocean view with one of those wide-brimmed fe­do­ras (“Re­sults not typ­i­cal, please search for our IDS”)? Is that enough of a dis­clo­sure? Yes and no. The in­ter­est­ing thing about these state­ments is that they are not re­quired by law. The rea­son MLMs en­cour­age their con­sul­tants to copy and paste the state­ment along with any ref­er­ence to in­come claims is twofold: (1) It’s their way of say­ing, “See, we pro­vide in­come dis­clo­sures—you don’t need to or­der us to do it. Please don’t reg­u­late us more!” and (2) If they ever get sued, they can blame the vic­tim. “See, vic­tim? You got this in­come dis­clo­sure; you knew your chances for suc­cess were very low and you took them any­way.” It’s a de­fen­sive move, plain and sim­ple.

The good news? As of this writ­ing, the FTC is re­vis­it­ing the busi­ness op­por­tu­nity rule. The dif­fer­ence in the last fif­teen years is that more peo­ple are speak­ing out and shar­ing their sto­ries about be­ing burned in an MLM.

And at this point in my own jour­ney, I am start­ing to feel the burn.



I AM BACK IN LAS VEGAS. Stone-cold sober and at an­other Re­juvi-con­ven­tion. I know I shouldn’t be trav­el­ing back to Las Ve­gas with a carry-on of frag­ile so­bri­ety, but speak­ing is a big deal. My hus­band was ini­tially wor­ried, but his pride in and sup­port of me even­tu­ally won out. Only nine months ago, he wasn’t sure I was go­ing to live. With my new­found “celebrity,” my busi­ness has ex­ploded, just as it has for most of the women around me. Feel­ing that I have done a good deed with re­spect to my Re­juvinat sis­ters, I’m mo­men­tar­ily on the up­side of my con­science.

Kale and I de­cide it would be best if he comes with me; plus, it will be a fun get­away for the two of us. Be­cause we’ll both be away, we leave the au pair with the kids, miss­ing their first day of school.

Now, many peo­ple have to miss kid events be­cause of em­ploy­ment, so I don’t want to shame those who do, but Re­juvinat sched­ules this event ev­ery year around the start of the school year. About 70 per­cent of the women in Re­juvinat have school-age chil­dren. But then again, it’s our choice, right?

Al­though this is not a nec­es­sary ac­tiv­ity for do­ing our busi­ness, had I not gone, I would have been shunned and os­tra­cized for fail­ing to show up as a leader. In­stead of watch­ing Con­ven­tion from the side­lines, I look at pho­tos of my kids’ first day. The busi­ness I started to have more free­dom and spend more time with my fam­ily is now mak­ing me miss the things that mat­ter most. Ear­lier this week, I posted a photo with my daugh­ter as a piece of cor­po­rate pro­pa­ganda with the cap­tion “Never miss a mo­ment.”

What a crock! I am miss­ing tons of mo­ments.

But my celebrity sta­tus has def­i­nitely in­creased this go-around, and a part of me is still here for it. By this point, I have far sur­passed Becky in ti­tle, and with Madi­son’s mas­sive re­cruit­ing ef­forts, my down­line is grow­ing like wild­fire. Again, this cog­ni­tive dis­so­nance has me be­liev­ing that my so­bri­ety has un­locked my po­ten­tial. At the same time, af­ter the Ad­vo­Care news, I am see­ing more fis­sures in the sys­tem. I’m notic­ing where peo­ple are strug­gling. And I can no longer drink away what is hap­pen­ing to them. I watch Han­nah bicker with her hus­band about this com­pany while I tell her to “just be­lieve.” I text Vanessa a con­grat­u­la­tions on her new “real job” pro­mo­tion but feel con­flicted for be­ing proud of her, be­cause I wish she was here and still in­vested in Re­juvinat. I con­tinue to watch An­drea’s life fall into fi­nan­cial ruin as her com­pany folds. But Re­juvinat is dif­fer­ent, I prom­ise my­self, and I know my down­line will find suc­cess just like Madi­son has, de­spite not hav­ing the money or the net­work. I just have to be­lieve.

Some­thing else hap­pens the day we ar­rive: the mass shoot­ing at the Man­dalay Bay ho­tel in Ve­gas. Just a mile down the road, more than fifty peo­ple are shot and mur­dered by a sniper in a ho­tel room. De­spite the largest loss of hu­man life in a mass shoot­ing in the United States, the com­pany moves for­ward with the Con­ven­tion. Kale is con­cerned, and we both won­der if we should turn around and go back home. As usual, I turn to the com­pany to de­cide what to do. Of course, my field leader in­sists that life marches on, and since we are stay­ing in a dif­fer­ent ho­tel, I should con­tinue with my plans to speak. We oblige and stay put.

In­stead of be­ing gra­cious and can­cel­ing the Con­ven­tion or just giv­ing their best wishes, send­ing a do­na­tion, and not cap­i­tal­iz­ing on the tragedy, Re­juvinat dou­bles down, us­ing the shoot­ing as a way to pro­mote the com­pany. Much like my use-can­cer-to-sell-eye-cream scheme a cou­ple years ear­lier. Overnight, there are signs, pro­pa­ganda, and share­ables, em­bla­zoned with the com­pany logo, made avail­able to us with say­ings like “Re­juvinat stands with Ve­gas.” There are do­na­tion links, and yes, they are at­tached to prod­uct pur­chases.

Pho­tos of con­sul­tants pos­ing out­side the bro­ken win­dows of the Man­dalay Bay ho­tel and even at the at­tack site, flanked by in­spi­ra­tional quotes and prayers, start flood­ing so­cial me­dia. In­stead of ac­tu­ally shut­ting the hell up and mourn­ing the loss of life, the ladies of Re­juvinat go about our fancy Con­ven­tion pre­tend­ing we’re ac­tu­ally do­ing some­thing about it. In­clud­ing me.

De­spite the aw­ful cir­cum­stances sur­round­ing the ter­ror at­tack and the per­for­ma­tive char­ity, my per­sonal an­tics are a far cry from the pre­vi­ous year. Stay­ing in the same ho­tel, in the same town, but now with Kale, I can’t help but re­flect on my week of drink­ing and black­ing out, and I have grat­i­tude for where I am now. The com­pli­cated part is that my grat­i­tude is di­rectly con­nected to my be­lief that this com­pany re­ally did help. I prom­ise not to run my­self ragged this year. I pare down the num­ber of events I par­tic­i­pate in, and I make it a point to hang out more with friends and my hus­band.

Kale and I do a few slot ma­chines, see a few con­certs, and eat great food, yet I am still busier than I want to be. And to top off the an­noy­ance of the busy­ness, Ser­ena and I are stopped con­stantly for photo ops since we are both ranked at the top of the com­pany. I’m hon­ored and over­whelmed at the same time, think­ing, This must be what celebri­ties feel like all the time, and it sucks. I can’t walk to the pool or to a restau­rant with­out get­ting tack­led by some­one in the com­pany want­ing their pic­ture with me, and I am sub­se­quently tagged on so­cial me­dia. Ser­ena and I ex­change glances and grin through our ir­ri­ta­tion be­cause she hates it even more than I do. Though I ad­mit­tedly once rel­ished the spot­light, and at this point still do, Ser­ena never loved it. Es­pe­cially now, since she quit drink­ing as well, her emo­tions are raw and it’s more dif­fi­cult to es­cape the crowd’s un­com­fort­able gaze. Al­though she didn’t have any rock-bot­tom con­se­quences, she re­al­ized that the toxic cul­ture of drink­ing in Re­juvinat was not serv­ing her, so she set the bot­tle down a few months af­ter I did. It made our re­la­tion­ship even stronger, yet made the cracks in the Re­juvinat façade even more vis­i­ble to us both.

In some ways, hav­ing her as a friend re­duces that cog­ni­tive dis­so­nance that “not ev­ery­one makes it to the top.” Look, we both made it! It helps that we don’t live in the same neigh­bor­hood, aren’t fi­nan­cially linked, and have dif­fer­ent net­works. We aren’t re­cruit­ing each other’s com­pe­ti­tion, ei­ther. Mean­while, both our teams are grow­ing in size, in­creas­ing our ti­tles and our bot­tom lines, even if the ma­jor­ity of the in­di­vid­ual peo­ple on our teams aren’t rank­ing up. Our pay­checks might be in­creas­ing, but theirs aren’t.

I’m mak­ing over $30,000 per month at this point, and Ser­ena is close be­hind. But our down­lines? Nope. Only my uni­corn top earner, Madi­son, is mak­ing any sig­nif­i­cant in­come, at around $5,000 or so per month, and the next run­ner-up is June, with $1,000, with an­other hand­ful in the low to mid hun­dreds. Ev­ery­one else? Break­ing even or los­ing money. But our pay­checks keep grow­ing. The more peo­ple who join, whether they make pen­nies or not, the more our prof­its are en­hanced.

Kale makes nice with some of the other hus­bands. He is cer­tainly happy with our get­away be­cause he isn’t ob­li­gated to at­tend all the ses­sions and just wants to see me speak. As the week goes on, he be­comes slightly more an­noyed by all the fan­girling I’m get­ting, as well as the ques­tions he’s be­ing asked by other top lead­ers and their hus­bands. “How did she do it? Give us the se­crets to her suc­cess! How did she climb the ranks so quickly?” At the tail end of a (re­quired) leader lun­cheon, Ser­ena’s hus­band and Kale are chat­ting as Kim­berly’s hus­band makes the rounds. I’m sure he’s a nice dude, but you can tell Kim­berly dressed him; he looks so un­com­fort­able in his ridicu­lous Gucci gear, and he never talks about any­thing but Re­juvinat. It’s his en­tire per­son­al­ity, and hers. We re­fer to him as the Re­ju­vi­bot. No­body ever says his name; he’s known only as Kim­berly’s hus­band.

“Hey, guys, would love to have you check out my new Lambo. Just off the fac­tory floor!” Scratch that, he talks about his cars, too, as an off­shoot bless­ing from Re­juvinat.

Ser­ena’s hus­band smirks as we sit at lunch, pass­ing a bread dish as Ser­ena rolls her eyes. “Hey, cool, yeah, maybe af­ter this is over.”

Kale looks down at his phone, field­ing work emails; I can tell he’s pray­ing Kim­berly’s hus­band walks away.

“Still work­ing a day job?” Re­ju­vi­bot snick­ers. “Dude, you have to get Emily to put a lit­tle more into this.”

Kale grunts but doesn’t look up from his phone, just as Kim­berly saun­ters up. I swear she has an ear­piece with her hus­band’s con­ver­sa­tions piped into it. She joins just in time to of­fer an ad­den­dum to her hus­band’s mind-blow­ing fi­nan­cial ad­vice.

“It’s true, Emily. Now that you’re at the top, it just looks bad to have a hus­band who’s still work­ing. I mean, what do peo­ple have to strive for when they see that you still have a dou­ble-in­come home?”

Crick­ets.

I swear to God.

Kale, who gen­er­ally keeps his cool and can segue out of any sit­u­a­tion, bursts into laugh­ter. “You’re jok­ing, right?”

He and Ser­ena’s hus­band look at each other, size up their mu­tual of­fense, and walk out. Ser­ena and I awk­wardly look up at Kim­berly and Re­ju­vi­bot as they sheep­ishly walk away. We push our plates to the side and fol­low our hus­bands out.

“What the hell was that?” Ser­ena’s hus­band scoffs. “Are they out of their minds? Who says some­thing like that?”

I re­flect back to Ser­ena’s state­ment about not be­ing able to bang a guy who quit his job for this, and I have to con­cur: Watch­ing Kale stand up to Re­ju­vi­bot was ex­tremely hot.

Kale laughs as we catch up with them in the lobby. “If you want to be a stay-at-home dad or what­ever, that’s great. But I like my job. It’s so odd that they think this”—at which point he ges­tures around to the en­tirety of the sit­u­a­tion—“is real or re­motely sta­ble and has to be your en­tire world.”

Ser­ena’s hus­band nods in agree­ment. “It’s a cult, dude.” Ser­ena and I look at each other and know what the other is think­ing. Yep, we know. But what do we do with that knowl­edge? Leave? How do you walk away from that kind of money? I used to won­der why peo­ple stay in bad sit­u­a­tions, but now, I know ex­actly why. It’s eas­ier to stay the course than to change. It’s eas­ier to stay in a rocky mar­riage than it is to ei­ther get mar­riage coun­sel­ing or get a di­vorce. It’s eas­ier to keep drink­ing, no mat­ter the con­se­quences, than it is to get real help and dig your­self out of rock bot­tom. I’ve trudged through both of those sce­nar­ios. And I know for a fact, it’s eas­ier to con­tinue to col­lect money than it is to leave a cult, even when you know it’s a cult.

It’s no ques­tion that this will be the last Con­ven­tion Kale will at­tend with me.



FIN­ALLY, IT’S TIME for my mo­ment, my pre­sen­ta­tion. I’m telling my story in front of the big­gest au­di­ence I’ve ever spo­ken to. Sure, I’ve shared my story in front of my AA group, and with friends, but this is in front of thou­sands of peo­ple! I feel pangs of ner­vous en­ergy as I get mic’ed up back­stage, and I peek through the cur­tains to see June, Carly, An­nie, Mandy, Ser­ena, Becky, and Kale, all sit­ting in pri­or­ity seat­ing in the front row. Phew. I re­flect on the com­ments from my spon­sor. I still be­lieve I’m do­ing the right thing, but I’m not sure if I’m do­ing it for the right rea­sons. I try to ig­nore the fact that 80 per­cent of the women have cham­pagne glasses in their hands—su­per huge thanks, Re­juvinat, for mak­ing trays of cham­pagne more plen­ti­ful than wa­ter at these events. It’s ironic, con­sid­er­ing what I’m go­ing to be talk­ing about.

Be­fore I can think much more about it, I’m be­ing in­tro­duced. “Please wel­come your Ex­cel­lence Leader, Emily Paul­son!” Mu­sic blasts and ap­plause roars as I walk to cen­ter stage. Wow, there are a lot of peo­ple out there. I start with an in­tro­duc­tion about how I joined this busi­ness, give a shoutout to Becky, and go into my spiel about my topic: “The High­light Real ver­sus the High­light Reel.” I want to share about how, al­though my ex­ter­nal suc­cess looked so great, peo­ple didn’t know what was go­ing on be­hind closed doors. Of course, I throw in bits and pieces of cor­po­rate speak and lead­er­ship tips, since this has all been pre­viewed by the cor­po­rate team. I of­fer my best prac­tices and take­aways: stay­ing mo­ti­vated, set­ting goals, eval­u­at­ing pri­or­i­ties, much like any typ­i­cal Con­ven­tion lead­er­ship pre­sen­ta­tion.

But I close with my own story. A col­lage of pho­tos pops up on my last Pow­er­Point slide, all pho­tos of “suc­cess” that I shared on my so­cial me­dia: a snap­shot from Ve­gas last year, walk­ing the stage; a photo from my car party; and mul­ti­ple other pho­tos where I was black­out drunk but looked to­tally fine. I say, my voice quiv­er­ing slightly:


I told you my Re­juvinat story at the very be­gin­ning when I got up here, and you see all of these im­pres­sive pho­tos of my high­light-reel mo­ments. Maybe these are pho­tos that make you en­vi­ous or com­pare your jour­ney to mine. But these high­lights have a very real com­po­nent that is nei­ther happy nor cel­e­bra­tory. One thing you should know about me is that I’m re­cov­er­ing from sub­stance abuse. I’ve gone through this so­bri­ety jour­ney very openly this past year. You can see up there a photo of me walk­ing across the stage for the first time at Con­ven­tion in a red dress. What you don’t see is the fact that I don’t ac­tu­ally re­mem­ber this mo­ment, be­cause I was a high-func­tion­ing black­out drinker. My wa­ter cup used to be filled with cham­pagne, and many days, es­pe­cially re­ally busy, stress­ful times like Con­ven­tion, I drank from the mo­ment I woke up un­til the mo­ment I went to bed. No­body knew how bad it was. All of those mem­o­ries are only mem­o­ries by photo. The photo of me pos­ing in my car, I don’t re­mem­ber, but what isn’t pic­tured is me get­ting pulled over on the way home from that event and get­ting ar­rested for drunk driv­ing. You also don’t see a photo of my shiny brand-new car that I earned lit­er­ally that day, get­ting towed away and im­pounded while I sat hand­cuffed in the back of a po­lice car. You also don’t see pho­tos of me when I woke up in the hos­pi­tal with al­co­hol poi­son­ing. I could fill this room up with photo high­lights, but there are many, many more shad­ows. The fi­nal straw for me, af­ter those rock-bot­tom mo­ments and many more: I woke up on the morn­ing of New Year’s Day 2017. I was hun­gover as usual, and I couldn’t re­call the pre­vi­ous forty-eight hours of my life. So I lay there in bed, and I heard the sounds of my kids down­stairs with my hus­band, and some­thing about that mo­ment made me re­al­ize I was lis­ten­ing to my kids’ fu­ture. That I was miss­ing out on my life, my fam­ily’s life, and I was just train­ing my kids to live with­out me. Some­thing about that day woke me up, and it was enough for me to march into my first AA meet­ing. I de­cided it was bet­ter to say for the rest of my life that I’m an al­co­holic, rather than pre­tend for one more day that I wasn’t. And I haven’t had a drink since. What I want to share most of all to­day is that you see ev­ery­one’s high­lights, but you don’t know how dark the shad­ows might be. Please do not com­pare your jour­ney, be­cause you never have the whole story. Thank you for let­ting me speak to­day.



The room erupts in ap­plause. There are tears, even from me, and I am not a per­son who is of­ten moved to tears. Af­ter the pre­sen­ta­tion, I have dozens of women (with al­co­hol on their breath) let­ting me know they to­tally un­der­stood. One tells me she just got a DUI, too, and oth­ers dis­close that they are sober, or strug­gling to get sober. I hadn’t re­al­ized there are so many of “us” out there! They thank me for be­ing brave and vul­ner­a­ble, and it is at that mo­ment I re­al­ize I want to share my story—be­cause I want to feel this kind of pride, not only for get­ting through a pre­sen­ta­tion with­out a drop of al­co­hol, but be­cause it was in­cred­i­bly cathar­tic. And I am ap­pre­cia­tive to be given the op­por­tu­nity to do it. I wouldn’t have been able to share my story with so many peo­ple had it not been for Re­juvinat. Though I am start­ing to see the harsh light beam­ing down on Re­juvinat, it’s not with 100 per­cent clar­ity. As I leave the stage, I know that I want to fo­cus on shar­ing my story and help­ing oth­ers em­brace theirs.

I’m at a cross­roads, and again, this is where it gets hard.

Re­juvinat ab­so­lutely gave me the plat­form that I still ben­e­fit from to­day. I got this book deal par­tially be­cause of my fol­lower count, which was es­tab­lished by the so­cial me­dia love bomb­ing that was Re­juvinat’s love lan­guage. I made friends but also fol­low­ers, peo­ple who trusted and re­spected me, and who later, when I be­gan to build a sober com­mu­nity for moms, fol­lowed me there out of the MLM world. I was stand­ing on the plat­form that Re­juvinat built, and some of that plat­form was of­fer­ing me heart­felt trans­for­ma­tive ex­pe­ri­ences.

At the same time, this is pre­cisely why peo­ple stay in dis­as­trous sit­u­a­tions. Just be­cause some­thing is neg­a­tive over­all—the bad job, the crappy boyfriend, the ad­dic­tion—doesn’t mean it’s all bad. We get drawn in by the mo­men­tary good things, and we as­sume that be­cause there are good times, it’s still okay to hang on. When I was drink­ing, it wasn’t all bad. Most of the time it was good, but if I still con­tin­ued to hold out for those good times, I would be dead right now.

I can look back and feel happy that I had some good times, but I also know that I’m bet­ter off with­out Re­juvinat.

I con­sider that Con­ven­tion pre­sen­ta­tion to be one of the defin­ing mo­ments of my life, one of the best things I’ve ever done, and also, the mo­ment that marks my jour­ney out of Re­juvinat. It led me to what I would end up do­ing even­tu­ally, which was re­cov­ery coach­ing, writ­ing, and speak­ing about ad­dic­tion. As grate­ful as I was to Re­juvinat, a deeper de­sire within me was cat­alyzed that day. I be­gan think­ing that maybe this busi­ness wasn’t ev­ery­thing; maybe there was some­thing else for me, some­thing more. I didn’t want to keep shar­ing my story to sell skin­care and sup­ple­ments.

I ride the wave that evening, talk­ing to so many peo­ple and feel­ing on top of the world, and yet, I know some­thing isn’t right. That night, I walk the stage (again) and see the same peo­ple sit­ting in the same chairs as last year. No­body else has grown, ranked, or lev­eled up; I’ve just gained more of them at the bot­tom, al­ways feed­ing up­ward. And here I am, be­ing praised and con­grat­u­lated. What is this do­ing for me? What is this do­ing to me?

In­stead of feel­ing proud about be­ing at the top of the pyra­mid, I feel weird about the peo­ple still sit­ting in those chairs, about the money I am mak­ing de­spite not send­ing cold mes­sages and de­spite my down­line not mak­ing any more money. It’s hard to sit with the fact that so many peo­ple are work­ing as hard as or harder than I am, and they aren’t grow­ing.

Think­ing of the lights flash­ing in my eyes, the roar­ing au­di­ence be­fore me, and my celeb sta­tus grow­ing even more, I feel dizzy. I want to be­lieve I wasn’t full of shit all those years. I want to be­lieve in the per­son I am telling peo­ple I am. But by the time Con­ven­tion is over, that per­son isn’t sure she aligns any­more with Re­juvinat.

On the plane ride home af­ter Con­ven­tion, in­stead of sit­ting at the com­puter send­ing cut-and-paste mes­sages, I write. I start work­ing back­ward and write more of my story. I start writ­ing what I’ve learned this past year, and the things I’ve be­gun to un­cover about child­hood trauma and want­ing to be­long, and how al­co­hol played a huge part in that. And while I am writ­ing, I con­tinue to re­al­ize how want­ing to be­long and feel less alone is what led me to Re­juvinat. I keep writ­ing what will even­tu­ally be my first book, even though I don’t know that’s what it will be at the time.

I start un­teth­er­ing my­self from the be­lief that I need Re­juvinat.

But be­fore I can think too long about where my busi­ness is go­ing, the plane lands and I re­ceive a call from my doc­tor. I’m faced with an­other ob­sta­cle—my can­cer is back.
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Pray to the Gu­rus and God­desses [image: ]


I joined mul­ti­ple MLMs over many years, un­for­tu­nately. I thought it would be dif­fer­ent; it never was. Ev­ery year at Con­ven­tion (I kick my­self for pay­ing so much for these now), there were gu­rus and speak­ers sell­ing the same per­sonal-im­prove­ment bull­shit. From MLM to MLM, it was the same cir­cuit of speak­ers, yet I looked around and saw that these women were hang­ing on ev­ery word, as if they were en­dors­ing the com­pany. I could never get that in­vested. I never un­der­stood how you could wor­ship peo­ple like that.

—TIFFANY, for­mer MLM rep



On my one-year sober birth­day, I am in the hos­pi­tal for a re­lapse—but this one isn’t about al­co­hol. Dur­ing a rou­tine fol­low-up, my doc­tor dis­cov­ered that my can­cer had re­turned. It was a punch to the gut that I’m sure all can­cer sur­vivors can at­test to; there is noth­ing to pre­pare you for it.

Once again, my peo­ple gather around me, both my Re­juvinat net­work and my non-MLM net­work. I am able to put Re­juvinat on the back burner for a bit as Ser­ena helps by host­ing my events for me and tak­ing on the role of “Seat­tle Leader” while I am busy with doc­tors’ ap­point­ments and surgery. My lo­cal friend net­work makes a meal train and or­ches­trates rides for my kids to and from school. The mode of treat­ment is a rad­i­cal hys­terec­tomy, lymph-node re­moval, and thank­fully, no ad­di­tional treat­ment. Though it is more in­va­sive, I am much more at peace with this surgery than the last, prob­a­bly be­cause I am in such a bet­ter place with my men­tal health and so­bri­ety. I don’t have is­sues with pain medicine, and I don’t feel any par­tic­u­lar obli­ga­tion to re­turn to the hus­tle.

Af­ter my re­cov­ery, I have found my­self even more con­flicted with Re­juvinat. Tak­ing time off, partly be­cause I am dis­tracted by the stress of my di­ag­no­sis and im­pend­ing surgery, partly to re­cover, I be­gin to be­come more dis­en­chanted with the busi­ness al­to­gether.

But just as I am con­tin­u­ing to feel less at­tached to Re­juvinat, the can­cer di­ag­no­sis leads to an­other bar­rage of love bomb­ing by my up­line and cor­po­rate. They are so sweet af­ter my surgery, send­ing me money for house­clean­ing, care pack­ages, flow­ers dur­ing my re­cov­ery. I know the friend­ship isn’t fake, yet I won­der at the same time if they would be do­ing this if they didn’t need me to con­tinue. It’s al­most as though they feel me slip­ping away and want to keep me in­vested. I don’t doubt for a minute that these women care about me, but if I wasn’t such a key player, would they be dot­ing on me like this? Would they even be friends with me? As I be­gin to pull away from Re­juvinat, I also be­gin to fear their re­jec­tion.

I don’t use my can­cer to sell shit this time, so I feel good about that. And I also don’t spend my time in the hos­pi­tal or re­cov­er­ing at home send­ing mes­sages or post­ing glo­ri­fied ads for Re­juvinat, which lets reps “work from any­where.” In­stead, I heal, I rest, and I spend more time writ­ing. I also start on­line course­work in Cer­ti­fied Re­cov­ery Coach­ing and Ad­dic­tion Aware­ness. I am re­ally pas­sion­ate about learn­ing and shar­ing my al­co­hol re­cov­ery jour­ney. I al­ways thought I was help­ing peo­ple with Re­juvinat, but what I find as I be­gin shar­ing more of my story out loud is that I can help peo­ple in a way that doesn’t prey on them, that doesn’t re­quire their fi­nan­cial buy-in. All of these con­flict­ing thoughts are a moot point, though. Be­cause the checks are still com­ing in from my down­line, mak­ing me be­lieve there is no way I can walk away from the amount of money I am mak­ing. I keep hav­ing the same con­ver­sa­tion with my­self, go­ing back and forth on the pros and cons of leav­ing. How do you walk away from money that you use for your fam­ily? It is dur­ing this time that I earn my high­est pay­check: a whop­ping $40,000. And like any pair of golden hand­cuffs, the more you have, the more you spend, mak­ing it even harder to au­to­mat­i­cally re­duce our house­hold in­come by five fig­ures ev­ery month.

As they say, money talks. And it’s why so many women stay stuck, why peo­ple like Ser­ena and me don’t leave, be­cause we seem­ingly can’t af­ford to—the pain of leav­ing seems worse than the pain of stay­ing.

The re­views from my talk at Con­ven­tion have only made my celebrity sta­tus sky­rocket. In fact, I am now one of Re­juvinat’s big­gest cir­cuit speak­ers. I am trav­el­ing more than ever, which, as you can imag­ine, has caused more strain at home and only added to the guilt I al­ready had about not be­ing there for my kids. But like many women in MLMs who were job­less or part-time work­ers be­fore the MLM, I feel like I still have a right to this ver­sion of free­dom. I spent a decade chas­ing chil­dren while my hus­band worked four­teen-hour days and tra­versed the coun­try for work. Isn’t it my turn?

And with the can­cer di­ag­noses and treat­ments, I feel like I de­serve to be free, which in­cludes be­ing fan­girled and spoiled. Even though I am sober, I still need a break from my life.

I am whisked off to France, Mex­ico, and New York within a few months’ span, on the com­pany’s tab, but on my taxes at the end of the year. And again, we al­ways spend more than the al­lot­ted amount from the com­pany. More money in, more money out. It is a whirl­wind. And yes, it’s in­cred­i­ble. But ev­ery time, I am just shar­ing my story to sell what­ever needs to be sold at that par­tic­u­lar mo­ment. Con­sul­tants los­ing faith in the com­pany? Throw in some stuff about be­lief with your tale of re­demp­tion! Vol­ume tank­ing? Toss in some in­spi­ra­tional BS about read­ing more per­sonal de­vel­op­ment! I am get­ting burned out, not on shar­ing my re­cov­ery story, but on al­low­ing it to be co-opted to in­doc­tri­nate women into Re­juvinat—some­thing I swore I would never do. I know that ev­ery time I stand on a stage and talk about the pain of my ex­pe­ri­ence, some­one is con­nect­ing to it and as­sum­ing that the MLM is the rem­edy for their own trauma, which I know isn’t true. And I can no longer ig­nore what I am see­ing: how the sales are ben­e­fit­ing me, and not ev­ery­one I brought into the com­pany. Af­ter all, I’ve taken months and months off for my re­cov­ery, and my pay­checks keep com­ing.

I can’t deny it any longer: The most suc­cess­ful reps (like me) keep earn­ing money be­cause new re­cruits and prod­ucts are con­tin­u­ally re­cy­cled; it’s ba­si­cally a con­tin­u­ous col­lapse, with the peo­ple at the bot­tom of the pyra­mid con­sis­tently be­ing crushed. Be­cause, as­sum­ing the MLM lasts long enough, a whole new gen­er­a­tion awaits a newly repack­aged op­por­tu­nity, and the MLM can con­tinue ex­ploit­ing. I stay at the top de­spite how lit­tle I work, and the peo­ple at the bot­tom fail to rank up de­spite how hard they work. And it be­comes harder for me to sell the dream that I know no longer ex­ists.

The Seat­tle Re­juvinat bub­ble is be­gin­ning to burst, peo­ple are quit­ting, and I just don’t have it in me to con­vince them to stay.

I am flown out to New York, on a trip that will in­clude a “sur­prise guest speaker” on day one, a “busi­ness meet­ing” for the tippy-top lead­ers on day two, and a fi­nal clos­ing ses­sion on day three, for which I’ll be the key­note. As most top con­sul­tants know but would never ad­mit, these “busi­ness meet­ings” are all smoke and mir­rors; top lead­ers are in­vited to a “se­cret” meet­ing with cor­po­rate where you sign NDAs and talk about pro­grams that are al­ready de­cided, pre­tend­ing you have a say in them. It’s all for op­tics, so you can share a selfie of your­self sign­ing an NDA on In­sta­gram (“Ooohhh, look at me with the se­crets!”) to fur­ther in­doc­tri­nate the down­line into be­ing ex­cited about the pos­si­bil­ity of “achiev­ing” these trips. It also in­stills a sense of agency in the higher-ups, to keep us be­liev­ing that the cor­po­ra­tion gives a shit about what we think and what we say (they don’t). But while I hate things like this, it’s still a trip, and Ser­ena will be there. We’re go­ing to spend the week­end see­ing Hamil­ton and eat­ing amaz­ing food. If we have to tol­er­ate a fake busi­ness meet­ing or an­other self-help guru, and she has to hear my al­co­hol sob story again, so be it.

As you can prob­a­bly al­ready see, the process of wak­ing up to the great ruse that is mul­ti­level mar­ket­ing is not nec­es­sar­ily a rapid or lin­ear one. If you speak with any­one who has ever left a cult, they will tell you they had their mo­ment of re­al­iza­tion months, if not years, be­fore leav­ing. There was a crack where the truth slipped in, and then, slowly, be­gan to flood. Even if the in­doc­tri­na­tion to re­main loyal to the cult (or, lit­tle dif­fer­ence, the MLM in my case) runs strong, the cracks only get big­ger and big­ger ev­ery day.

As I sit in an­other con­fer­ence room, lis­ten­ing to an­other big-name speaker, a mas­sive in­flu­encer whose blog and books are con­sumed by ev­ery white mid­dle-class woman in Amer­ica, I feel the crack widen. I’ll give Re­juvinat credit—they’ve got their speak­ers pegged, be­cause they’re al­ways the per­fect com­bi­na­tion of right­eous­ness and faux self-dep­re­ca­tion. “I know I’m right, but look, y’all, I’m also crazyyyy!” They be­come false idols, even if they are self-de­scribed “ex­perts” with no ac­tual train­ing or cre­den­tials.

Real self-help would en­tail us­ing crit­i­cal think­ing to un­der­stand where your in­for­ma­tion is com­ing from. If a self-help mo­ti­va­tional speaker isn’t qual­i­fied and is try­ing to sell you some­thing, they won’t want you to an­a­lyze where they’re get­ting their in­for­ma­tion. Bet­ter to re­mind you to “be­lieve” and “have faith” and fol­low their un­proven sys­tem of op­er­a­tion than to dig any deeper about why the hell you should lis­ten to them.

We kick off day one with our “guru,” a self-help speaker named Car­o­line. She is bub­bly and cute in her su­per-re­lat­able pair of jeans and a floppy sweat­shirt that falls per­fectly over one shoul­der, with blondish beach waves. Just the right amount of au­then­tic­ity to make us be­lieve that she wasn’t up at four in the morn­ing get­ting a blowout. She gushes about brav­ery, a very com­mon talk­ing point among these mo­ti­va­tional speak­ers.

It’s so funny to me that these gu­rus val­i­date the “brav­ery” it takes to be in an MLM. “Oh, look at you, be­ing un­fol­lowed, un­friended, out­casted! Look at you, still mak­ing it!” Pay no at­ten­tion to the fact that the peo­ple who un­fol­lowed you prob­a­bly just didn’t want to get sold to, or that if you’ve been out­casted, it’s likely your own do­ing be­cause you’re told to block the haters. You’re not a rev­o­lu­tion­ary; you’re sim­ply per­pe­trat­ing the fi­nan­cial ex­ploita­tion of women seek­ing com­mu­nity and be­ing drained of their fi­nances by the process.

And here you are, with all these other women in the room who feel the same way and have “suf­fered” the same in­jus­tices! Be­cause noth­ing will bond a group of peo­ple to­gether like mu­tu­ally per­ceived slights. Di­vide and con­quer is real, but so is in­sult and band to­gether.

Car­o­line knows what’s she’s do­ing even if she’s not in an MLM. The brav­ery ar­gu­ment strength­ens the re­solve to stay in the busi­ness even longer, even if it goes against both in­tu­ition and com­mon sense. I have my foot out the door, but as Car­o­line flicks a stray piece of hair out of her face, even I have to ad­mit that what she’s say­ing is pretty damn com­pelling.

When you join an MLM, you are a con­trac­tor, not a su­per­hero. You’re not brave. But you are a vic­tim—a vic­tim of fi­nan­cial ex­ploita­tion, a vic­tim of toxic pos­i­tiv­ity, and for many of us, vic­tims of our own white supremacy. Be­cause this con­stant push for per­sonal de­vel­op­ment is ac­tu­ally just a symp­tom of a world that re­quires per­fec­tion to be in com­mu­nity—and per­fec­tion in this con­text is de­fined by white, Chris­tian, up­per-mid­dle-class women.

Car­o­line hits all the talk­ing points, but the real defin­ing mo­ment comes on day two: our fake busi­ness meet­ing. All the top lead­ers are freak­ing out be­cause the bub­ble is start­ing to burst ev­ery­where, not just Seat­tle. One woman cries about hav­ing to sell her (sec­ond) house be­cause her pay­check has de­creased so much. An­other com­plains that she has to fly coach in­stead of first class. As I lis­ten to the protests from these women, I won­der if any of them have any fi­nan­cial sense, or per­spec­tive. Did they all put ev­ery egg in this bas­ket? I bet they aren’t so pleased that they re­tired their hus­bands any­more. My lack of em­pa­thy for their com­plaints only adds to my mount­ing cyn­i­cism.

It has be­come clear that the “growth plan” that ev­ery­one had been so thrilled about the past few years—open­ing in Aus­tralia and Japan—was only car­ried out be­cause we’d be­come sat­u­rated in the United States and Canada. Re­juvinat (any MLM, re­ally) will as­sure you that’s not why, but none of us can make sense of it. Cor­po­rate has con­tin­ued to raise the bar on ti­tles and re­wards, mak­ing it more dif­fi­cult to reach the things that keep peo­ple en­gaged in the first place. The monthly car re­ward amount was low­ered, but the ti­tle needed to earn the low­ered car pay­ment was in­creased. So, you have to do more hus­tling and Tetris to get less money. It makes no sense. My car al­lot­ment was re­duced from $1,000 to $750 per month. Never mind that the pay­ment is $1,950—so much for that all-caps FREE car, eh? I start think­ing about my down­line, how dis­cour­aged they will be, and how guilty I feel for be­ing here, on an­other “free” trip (not re­ally) while they are go­ing to have to work harder to strive for any­thing, stack­ing my gold while they count their pen­nies.

“I don’t get it. They tout these sales fig­ures, and they’re pulling back money and re­wards and mak­ing qual­i­fi­ca­tions more dif­fi­cult if more peo­ple are achiev­ing? It makes no sense!” I whis­per to Ser­ena as we sit in the very back of the room (on pur­pose) and lis­ten to the new CEO an­nounce all these pro­gram changes.

“I’m shak­ing my head,” Ser­ena re­sponds, lit­er­ally shak­ing her head. “I mean, look at this,” she ges­tures. “This ho­tel is not cheap, our rooms aren’t cheap, and they flew us all out here to tell us some­thing that could have been put in an email. And on top of this, they’re pulling back re­wards?”

Ser­ena feels the same way I do. We are skep­ti­cal, and our hus­bands are very skep­ti­cal. But our hus­bands also like the in­come. It’s easy for them to de­tach from the emo­tional and men­tal la­bor that Re­juvinat re­quires, be­cause all they see is money in a bank ac­count. For Ser­ena’s hus­band, and even Kale, putting up with some culty shit isn’t that big of a deal.

Ser­ena scoffs and picks up a Kate Spade bag, one of our swag re­wards (again, to post on so­cial me­dia). She’s right, once again: This trip is un­nec­es­sar­ily lav­ish, ridicu­lously over the top. Yet the women in our down­line haven’t been able to ex­pe­ri­ence any­thing like this, aside from re­ward trips and re­treats they’ve had to buy into, or the gifts we give them out of guilt. Now, even the small re­ward trips they’ve been able to earn, the prizes they’ve been keep­ing in their sights, are even fur­ther out of reach?

When you look at the num­bers, it ends up mak­ing much more sense. In a re­port pub­lished by Robert L. Fitz­Patrick, the long­est-stand­ing MLMs (Amway, Avon, Herbal­ife, Primer­ica, and Nu Skin, among many oth­ers) now face a no-growth fu­ture. Sat­u­ra­tion has fi­nally caught up with the scheme. The pos­si­bil­ity of en­rolling more peo­ple than the mil­lions that quit each year will even­tu­ally run out. While sat­u­ra­tion for re­cruits should be ob­vi­ous now (no pos­si­bil­ity of the req­ui­site num­ber of re­cruits to join your down­line so it can be­come suf­fi­ciently prof­itable), we are now see­ing that the di­nosaur MLMs that have seem­ingly stood the test of time are shrink­ing, even as they falsely claim to of­fer an un­lim­ited in­come op­por­tu­nity. Even if com­pa­nies move from coun­try to coun­try to try to keep up with sat­u­ra­tion, even­tu­ally, you run out of coun­tries. And though the MLMs con­tinue to ex­pand to other coun­tries, they don’t seem to thrive as much as they do here. In places like Eu­rope, there are tighter laws around in­gre­di­ents and mar­ket­ing, and many other coun­tries have stricter reg­u­la­tions around MLMs. Com­bined with the rags-to-riches sto­ry­line that is wo­ven into our cul­ture, the Amer­i­can cir­cuit of mo­ti­va­tional speak­ers, and de­vo­tion to hard work in ex­change for wealth, MLMs are seem­ingly as Amer­i­can as ap­ple pie.

The cor­po­rate team con­tin­ues to talk about changes in our pro­grams, and also changes in what we can/should share on so­cial me­dia. Many things are hap­pen­ing around this time in the so­cial me­dia land­scape. In­sta­gram and Face­book have be­come more of a mar­ket­place to sell things, so the “free” sales of MLM don’t go far, since the plat­forms don’t pro­mote posts that aren’t spon­sored or paid ads. A few years ago, Ser­ena ac­tu­ally brought this up with cor­po­rate as a po­ten­tial prob­lem, but they brushed her off. We now ex­change glances as they spout off the ex­act sce­nario she’d pre­vi­ously de­scribed. It wasn’t long ago that you could post about a Re­juvinat sale, and it was like blood in a shark tank—so many peo­ple would pur­chase the promo, ask for the sam­ple, and in­quire about the new prod­uct. In the early and mid-2010s, Face­book didn’t have the com­plex al­go­rithms and fil­ters that weeded out MLM posts, so sales spread like wild­fire on the plat­form. But now? A post might get two likes and zero com­ments, and the likes are from other Re­juvinat reps. Face­book even dis­con­tin­ued their “live sale” fea­ture to dis­cour­age MLM reps from con­duct­ing sales over their plat­form. The so­cial me­dia al­go­rithms don’t like MLMs, and I kind of have to give them props for that. Af­ter all, why would they want their plat­form to be a sales page for a prod­uct they aren’t get­ting a cut of?

Not only that, but at this point, you can buy ev­ery­thing on­line. Great sup­ple­ments, good skin­care, even pre­scrip­tions, can be mailed with noth­ing more than a vir­tual ap­point­ment. Why would some­one buy from a chick in an MLM when they can get ac­tual pre­scrip­tion-strength in­gre­di­ents and any­thing un­der the sun from ac­tual doc­tors de­liv­ered to their door? The re­al­ity is, we’re way too ex­pen­sive for what we of­fer. Be­cause so many lay­ers of pay­ments are built into the prod­uct (ev­ery level in the pyra­mid gets a cut!), the prices aren’t re­motely com­pet­i­tive.

The last fac­tor (and prob­a­bly the big­gest at this point) is the as­cen­dancy of in­flu­encer cul­ture: the per­sonal brand. I’m go­ing to ad­mit that I still don’t un­der­stand it, and though I get called a “sober in­flu­encer,” I cringe at the term. It’s 2018, and In­sta­gram is now flooded with so­cial me­dia in­flu­encers, mostly celebri­ties or pub­lic fig­ures with huge fol­low­ings, who are rec­om­mend­ing stuff from com­pa­nies like Sephora, Ama­zon, and Nord­strom. Be­tween 2014 and 2016, sta­tis­tics show that con­sumers were be­gin­ning to be more in­flu­enced by so­cial me­dia mar­ket­ing and in­flu­encers. In­flu­encers are the new ad­ver­tis­ing cam­paign. Noth­ing wrong with that, ex­cept it makes it im­pos­si­ble for MLMs to com­pete. The prod­ucts are eas­ily avail­able on­line, for any­one to or­der—and who doesn’t trust Kim Kar­dashian more than your neigh­bor down the street when it comes to eye-cream rec­om­men­da­tions? Plus, Kim won’t be in your DMs bug­ging you to join her team. In­flu­encer cul­ture per­fected what MLM boss­babes have been try­ing to do for years.

Re­juvinat is re­al­iz­ing it has to change its so­cial me­dia strat­egy fast—which means, no more silly graph­ics with plat­i­tudi­nous buzz­words and prod­ucts no­body cares about. Now, we are be­ing asked to sell our­selves. Sure, we’ve been post­ing this way daily on Face­book, hav­ing Face­book sales par­ties, and tex­ting and mes­sag­ing our prospects. But In­sta­gram in­flu­enc­ing is dif­fer­ent. Post­ing once per day is not enough; now we have In­sta­gram sto­ries (and later, Tik­Tok), which re­quires stay­ing rel­e­vant 24/7. Re­juvinat is try­ing to em­u­late in­flu­encer cul­ture; we’re now sup­posed to post fil­tered pho­tos, the pret­ti­est prod­uct lay­outs and cu­rated con­tent, mul­ti­ple sto­ries per day, and tar­geted hash­tags—with the goal of gain­ing as many fol­low­ers as pos­si­ble. As some­one who is work­ing hard to be more au­then­tic, I want to barf. And yet, I am still gain­ing fol­low­ers. I un­der­stand the need for this, as the plat­form has served me well. So­cial me­dia has been such a nec­es­sary evil.

Ser­ena and I eye-roll at each other for the next hour while we’re coached on how to build our “per­sonal brand.” In a way, this is a ge­nius move for MLM, be­cause they can re­duce their li­a­bil­ity; in­stead of sell­ing prod­ucts, we can sell our­selves and peo­ple will (al­legedly) buy our prod­ucts as a side ef­fect! If you do some­thing that is against pol­icy, as an in­de­pen­dent con­trac­tor, the com­pany can just axe you, in­stead of as­sum­ing li­a­bil­ity for any­thing you were say­ing. We are en­cour­aged to make per­sonal-life­style videos, sell­ing the op­por­tu­nity with­out say­ing the op­por­tu­nity. “Join my team, but I can’t tell you what that is un­til you DM me.” Not only that, but our life has to be­come a part of our brand; we need to be­come 24/7 per­sonal re­al­ity shows in or­der to be suc­cess­ful. Go­ing to the store with your kids? Share a video! Make sure you show up in In­sta sto­ries ev­ery day and post ev­ery day, so you can stay rel­e­vant and at the top of peo­ple’s minds! Hash­tag that shit! Oh, and by the way, lip-sync and dance, too! It’s an am­pli­fied ver­sion of what we’re al­ready do­ing, but now we have to do it ev­ery hour of ev­ery day. I hate ev­ery­thing they are say­ing. Ser­ena and I duck out of the ses­sion early.

“Why would we try to be­come in­flu­encers? What hap­pened to fit­ting this into the nooks and cran­nies of our lives? Now we need to be on blast 24/7?” I fume to Ser­ena, prob­a­bly a lit­tle too loudly. Ser­ena has worked in (ac­tual) mar­ket­ing and ad­ver­tis­ing be­fore, so she has some un­der­stand­ing about the in­dus­try and how it’s chang­ing,

“To be hon­est, it’s an in­sult to ac­tual in­flu­encers to as­so­ciate with us,” she says. “They get paid to pro­mote a prod­uct; we don’t. We only get paid if peo­ple buy it. What they’re do­ing is straight-up paid ad­ver­tis­ing. We’re ask­ing peo­ple, ac­tu­ally, beg­ging peo­ple to join us lately. Not the same.”

She’s right. De­spite ev­ery boss­babe re­gur­gi­tat­ing the line “Get paid to post on so­cial me­dia!” you ab­so­lutely do not get paid to post on so­cial me­dia as an MLM re­cruit; you only get paid when some­one pur­chases. In con­trast, an in­flu­encer gets paid for a paid en­dorse­ment. They have con­trol over the brands and prod­ucts they en­dorse and a choice in who they part­ner with; they ne­go­ti­ate their own deals, are trans­par­ent about pro­mo­tional posts (though some have been called out for not be­ing trans­par­ent), and have com­par­a­tive con­trol over the process. They don’t re­cruit hu­man be­ings or post and pray for a sale. It’s a huge dis­tinc­tion. Though MLM boss­babes will re­fer to them­selves as paid in­flu­encers, or com­pare them­selves to paid in­flu­encers, they are not. Say what you want about celebri­ties; maybe they use the prod­ucts, maybe they don’t, but at least they’re re­ceiv­ing a check for at­tach­ing their name and face to a prod­uct or ser­vice—end of story.

Ser­ena con­tin­ues, clearly burned that they brought up the al­go­rithm and MLM post sup­pres­sion, “Isn’t it funny that they didn’t even blame Face­book or In­sta­gram? They blame us. We just need to work harder, be­lieve more, change our mar­ket­ing strat­egy. What a crock of shit.” She’s right. Given her ex­per­tise, I un­der­stand how frus­trat­ing this must be. She is dis­gusted by so much of what they are say­ing, but the re­al­ity is, she needs the money Re­juvinat pro­vides; she’s pay­ing for her mom’s as­sisted liv­ing. And she has a fam­ily just like I do, all of whom have grown ac­cus­tomed to her pay­check. But the veil has been lifted, es­pe­cially since she also quit drink­ing. In some ways, we check each other’s con­sciences, and yet, prob­a­bly also keep each other stuck in Re­juvinat.

At no point dur­ing this meet­ing (or any meet­ing, come to think of it) does Re­juvinat ever ad­mit to cul­pa­bil­ity for any­thing. When we ask why our Face­book posts aren’t get­ting as many likes, we get rote re­sponses: “You just need to mar­ket dif­fer­ently, sell your­selves! So­cial me­dia is chang­ing, so get with the pro­gram!” If we ask why num­bers are drop­ping: “Lack of be­lief and work ethic! Your team must not want it badly enough!” If we ask why so few new con­sul­tants are join­ing and ques­tion­ing mar­ket sat­u­ra­tion: “You’re en­rolling too many cus­tomers, not enough new re­cruits! You’ve got­ten lazy with your re­cruit­ing!”

Through­out my time with Re­juvinat, it was a con­stant as­sault of vic­tim blam­ing, which we then turned around so we could “du­pli­cate” their rhetoric down to our teams, telling them the same thing. And how could we pos­si­bly prove it wrong? It’s a sa­cred sci­ence no­body could crack; we were con­stantly told that we were the rea­son things weren’t work­ing out, so we only had our­selves to doubt. And if we were at the top of the hi­er­ar­chy and our pay­checks were start­ing to dip and our teams were shrink­ing, who else did we have to blame but our down­line and our­selves?

In the age of the per­sonal brand, peo­ple are ex­pected to act like cor­po­ra­tions but aren’t held ac­count­able, as cor­po­ra­tions are. In­flu­encer cul­ture mon­e­tizes the hu­man de­sire for be­long­ing and in­ti­macy, but it’s false in­ti­macy. You feel like you know in­flu­encers be­cause you’re in­vited into their homes and their lives, but they don’t know you. In a 2021 ar­ti­cle for the New York Times, “When Grown-Ups Have Imag­i­nary Friends,” Jes­sica Grose ex­plains this para-so­cial re­la­tion­ship, which hap­pens when there is an il­lu­sion of friend­ship be­tween a spec­ta­tor and a per­former. So­cial me­dia has only added an­other di­men­sion, be­cause some­times the per­former (in­flu­encer) will in­ter­act with you! Or rather, her so­cial me­dia as­sis­tant will in­ter­act with you. Re­gard­less, the feel­ings we have for these in­flu­encers are vir­tu­ally the same as the feel­ings we have for peo­ple in our real life, even though the in­flu­encer has no idea we ex­ist.

With in­flu­encer cul­ture be­gan the rise in gu­rus, self-help speak­ers, and per­sonal coaches, all there to help you “get un­stuck.” It’s the rea­son our Con­ven­tions al­ways had peo­ple like Mel Rob­bins, Jen Sin­cero, Gary John Bishop, Rus­sell Brun­son, Bren­don Bur­chard, Rachel Hol­lis, Amy Porter­field, Jenna Kutcher, Marie For­leo, Tony Rob­bins, and Jay Shetty, among dozens of oth­ers—peo­ple who had sup­pos­edly pulled them­selves up by their boot­straps and made it big be­cause they “just be­lieved.” But they didn’t just be­lieve; they all had in­flu­ence, power, and money. And they made (and still make) tons of money speak­ing for the MLM cir­cuit be­cause their mes­sages are so sim­i­lar. They are all in­ter­twined in a web of click fun­nels (web pages that lead you to other web pages and sales pages) and af­fil­i­ate links (sales links that are em­bed­ded in ev­ery­thing from news ar­ti­cles to In­sta­gram pages), spout­ing the same mes­sage to who­ever will pay them for their mo­ti­va­tional speak. MLMs co-opted this bull­shit: “Look at Jeff Be­zos in his tiny apart­ment of­fice; he was so poor and now he owns Ama­zon!” Okay, sure, maybe he had a tiny of­fice, but his par­ents gave him $300,000 to in­vest in Ama­zon. And in 1995.

This isn’t to dis­count any of the afore­men­tioned in­flu­encers’ achieve­ments, but we bought their books and paid money for their con­fer­ences and held on to ev­ery word, pre­cisely be­cause they told us we didn’t need money. “All you need to do is be­lieve!” Who doesn’t want to eat that shit up? Who doesn’t want to be­lieve that you’re in charge of your own des­tiny? It sounds great, but it doesn’t pay the bills. And it doesn’t even be­gin to dig into the truth of how sys­temic flaws trump this doc­trine of per­sonal self-de­ter­min­ism. The dream that’s be­ing sold is not avail­able to most.

And it def­i­nitely doesn’t pay the bills if you’re on food stamps and come from gen­er­a­tional poverty. Rachael Kay Al­bers, a dis­rup­tive voice in mar­ket­ing, stated in an ar­ti­cle for The Week, “Fake it till you make it is no longer just the stuff of scam­mers; it’s in­creas­ingly the cost of do­ing busi­ness with an in­ter­net cul­ture that priv­i­leges per­cep­tion over true in­no­va­tion. Who has time to painstak­ingly build a rep­u­ta­tion when the girl­boss next door can in­vent hers, seem­ingly overnight, with a lit­tle help from Face­tune and Rent the Run­way?”

These peo­ple stand up on stage and sell the dream, all telling us that we need to level up to be­come ex­tra­or­di­nary—but why is an av­er­age life not good enough? Why, in or­der to have a happy life, is it as­sumed that you need to con­stantly hus­tle and earn the top re­wards and ti­tles and big­gest pay­checks no mat­ter the cir­cum­stances?

These gu­rus sell white supremacy, noth­ing more. It has noth­ing to do with great­ness or im­prov­ing so­ci­ety; it’s all about get­ting caught up in the ham­ster wheel that is late-stage cap­i­tal­ism.



SER­ENA AND I go out on the town in New York City, head­ing to din­ner and Broad­way. It’s a beau­ti­ful night in a beau­ti­ful, vi­brant place. As galling as the trip has proven to be, I still feel grate­ful that we are able to ex­pe­ri­ence this. But be­fore din­ner, we make a pit stop: I meet with a pub­lisher to whom I’d sent my man­u­script sev­eral weeks ear­lier. We were in­tro­duced through a mu­tual friend, and we’ve been cor­re­spond­ing via email and phone. I con­sider it kismet that she emailed me back last week and that I would be in town, so I asked if she’d be will­ing to meet. I’m not to­tally sure what I’m do­ing, and though I pretty much trust the process, I bring Ser­ena with me just in case I’m be­ing cat­fished by an axe mur­derer. You never know.

Lucky for us, she is not an axe mur­derer. She’s a gor­geous brunette named Anna, and she’s fan­tas­ti­cally dressed and right on time.

Af­ter a few in­tro­duc­tions and small talk, she leans over the ta­ble and grabs my arm. “Your work is re­ally good. I think you can add more. I think we can go even deeper with your story, but this is some­thing that needs to be out there.”

Ser­ena gives me a side-eye “I told you!” and all three of us laugh.

“The one thing that might make this dif­fi­cult,” she says as she pulls her hand back, “is the MLM girl­boss stuff.”

Shit.

For the record, I now hate the term girl­boss. I used it dur­ing my time in Re­juvinat, along with boss­babe, She-EO, and other in­fan­tiliz­ing monikers for women in busi­ness, but I now know that there is noth­ing less em­pow­er­ing than these ti­tles. The term comes from a 2014 book called #girl­boss, by Sophia Amoruso, which was a phe­nom­e­non (spoiler, the Net­flix show tanked) and was cel­e­brated by MLM women ev­ery­where. Fast-for­ward to 2015—Amoruso stepped down from her com­pany, and in 2016, she filed for bank­ruptcy. Iron­i­cally, the same year she was named one of Forbes’s rich­est women. She was ac­cused of poor com­mu­ni­ca­tion and a toxic work cul­ture (sound fa­mil­iar?) yet still went on to found Girl­boss Me­dia in 2017. They put to­gether girl­boss ral­lies and in­struc­tional events (which cost $500 to $1,400 a pop), sup­pos­edly “cre­at­ing a plat­form for women to be en­tre­pre­neur­ial,” with no ac­tual busi­ness train­ing of any kind. Then, in Oc­to­ber 2020, she stepped down once again from Girl­boss Me­dia, cit­ing the pan­demic and de­clin­ing rev­enue as her rea­sons for leav­ing.

So, maybe she’s a girl and isn’t the best boss? But she’s not the only girl­boss to be wor­shipped like an idol, only to be pulled off her pedestal. Sh­eryl Sand­berg, the for­mer COO of Face­book, wrote Lean In in 2013, a trea­tise all about the lack of women in gov­ern­ment and up­per lead­er­ship roles. It was an in­stant best­seller, and Sand­berg was praised for be­ing a lone fe­male in a male-driven tech world. She has since been slammed for her elit­ist at­ti­tude and ac­cused of be­ing tone-deaf to the strug­gles of women in the work­place, and of moth­ers—es­pe­cially sin­gle moth­ers. Her crit­ics say that she tells women to “lean in” and then avoids do­ing the same her­self; she’s per­ceived as a COO who avoids en­gag­ing in the ac­tual crises of women in the work­place by of­fer­ing any­thing other than in­con­sid­er­ate ad­vice.

Then, of course, there is Rachel Hol­lis.

How much do I need to say about her? She re­ceived a ton of flack for want­ing to be re­lat­able, but then not re­lat­able, and then back to re­lat­able once more—and for sell­ing ex­pen­sive con­fer­ences promis­ing to dis­close her per­sonal se­crets to suc­cess, when her ac­tual se­cret was mar­ry­ing a rich Dis­ney exec—and then sell­ing ex­pen­sive mar­riage con­fer­ence tick­ets, even though she would later ad­mit that her mar­riage to that exec was ac­tu­ally fall­ing apart, while si­mul­ta­ne­ously pat­ting her­self on the back for be­ing the rea­son she’s able to have a “sweet woman clean her toi­lets” twice a week be­cause she gets up at four in the morn­ing ev­ery day. The mer­i­toc­racy queen fell from her throne in a ma­jor way.

So, there you go. The take­away? Fe­male CEOs can be just as shitty as male CEOs be­cause all of them have been in­doc­tri­nated into hus­tle cul­ture, which is just a symp­tom of white supremacy. Maybe women are in­flu­enced by power and greed, like any­one of any gen­der, which can lead down a path of ex­ploita­tion.

These days, girl­boss is just an in­ter­net meme and joke: “Gaslight, Gate­keep, Girl­boss!” Even if it started from a pos­i­tive in­ten­tion, to em­power women into lead­er­ship, it’s a com­pletely ma­te­ri­al­is­tic, com­mod­i­fied hash­tag. It’s per­for­ma­tive fem­i­nism, where par­tic­i­pa­tion in change is only as mean­ing­ful as a slo­gan on a T-shirt or so­cial me­dia. It doesn’t lib­er­ate us; it keeps women right where we are. So ba­si­cally, it’s the per­fect name for women in MLM.

Be­cause there’s no em­pow­er­ment in MLM. You’re mak­ing money off the backs of peo­ple in the name of fe­male em­pow­er­ment. You’re not leav­ing a legacy or mak­ing an im­pact. You’re re­cruit­ing peo­ple into a failed sys­tem so you can rank up and make more money. You’re ex­pected to work more, be less au­then­tic, and talk to any­one with a heart­beat and a credit card num­ber. Re­cruit ev­ery­where you go. There are plenty of white women out here em­u­lat­ing Amoruso, Hol­lis, and Sand­berg, and co-opt­ing fem­i­nism for profit, with zero in­ten­tion of ever lift­ing any­one up. So I un­der­stand why the pub­lisher is con­cerned about the girl­boss MLM stuff. Who would take me se­ri­ously when I’ve aligned my­self with a joke?

Af­ter our Hamil­ton per­for­mance, Ser­ena and I both walk out of Rodgers The­atre on a high. Un­til we check our phones. We have both been blown up by mul­ti­ple other top lead­ers and some of the cor­po­rate team, ask­ing why we ducked out of the sem­i­nar early. It wouldn’t be a lead­er­ship event if our be­hav­ior wasn’t be­ing mon­i­tored and con­trolled, af­ter all. I have an out in that I still have to speak at the con­sul­tant train­ing ses­sion to­mor­row. “Tell them I had to prac­tice my speech and didn’t want to walk back to our ho­tel alone!” I whis­per to Ser­ena. I’ll do a fourth step for my lit­tle white lie to­mor­row.

By now, Ser­ena and I have bared our hearts and souls to each other about how we’re re­ally be­gin­ning to feel.

“I’m so done with this. I feel com­pletely ex­ploited,” I lament. “They’re hav­ing me talk about ‘not car­ing what oth­ers think about you.’ I shit you not. And it’s ironic be­cause I do care. That’s why I don’t think I can keep do­ing this. I want to write my book and fin­ish my course­work and com­pletely put Re­juvinat to the side.”

I fig­ure I have an­other few good years left, so I can con­tinue to col­lect a check and let it ride un­til it dries up. And the way the busi­ness is go­ing, the changes the com­pany is mak­ing, and the fact that I don’t have it in me to bring any­one else into this scheme, I know it will even­tu­ally dry up. Over the last year, my monthly check has sig­nif­i­cantly de­creased to around $25,000 a month, but it’s still a lot to walk away from.

Ser­ena nods. “I know how you feel, but can’t we just do this?” She ges­tures around at the breath­tak­ing sky­line. “What if we just stayed in and just did this stuff? I mean, how fun was to­day? Mi­nus the Re­juvinat junk.”

I start to re­spond, “But why can’t we just do this stuff any­way—” and be­fore I fin­ish the sen­tence, I know why. Be­cause we wouldn’t make some­thing like this hap­pen. Be­cause life, kids, spouses, and re­spon­si­bil­i­ties get in the way when it’s just “for fun,” but since it’s “for work,” we set it in stone on the cal­en­dar. Isn’t that why so many of us join MLMs in the first place? Be­cause we want an ex­cuse for an es­cape or a vil­lage? Maybe the only way to gain a vil­lage and a break is to buy them. The real ques­tion is: Is it worth it?

What am I will­ing to over­look for $25,000 a month? Ap­par­ently, still a lot.

“Oh God, an­other text, from Kim­berly this time.” She freezes, then bursts into laugh­ter. “She asked if we could meet be­fore the ses­sion to­mor­row so she can pray over us.”

“Over my dead body, Kim­berly!” I groan.

I gen­er­ally tol­er­ate the shoutouts to God at our Con­ven­tions, even though I find them in­ap­pro­pri­ate. Mul­ti­ple times in biz ops and pre­sen­ta­tions, from both cor­po­rate and top lead­ers, I have heard the mes­sage in one ver­sion or an­other: “You would be more suc­cess­ful in this busi­ness if you found Je­sus. This busi­ness is a gift from God, so treat it as such.” The worst was when I once heard a top leader at a re­treat say­ing that Jew­ish peo­ple needed to con­vert to Chris­tian­ity be­cause the rap­ture was com­ing. I thought my ears were go­ing to bleed.

Chris­tian­ity and MLMs are not com­pat­i­ble, and I don’t mean that you can’t be a Chris­tian and be in an MLM, but bring­ing other peo­ple into your busi­ness op­por­tu­nity doesn’t align with what I see as Chris­tian prin­ci­ples. I think it has some­thing to do with trad­ing in the tem­ple. So many of the top lead­ers in Re­juvinat are white and Chris­tian, and brag about be­ing raised in a church, and about how much they love Je­sus, even singing hymns on their so­cial me­dia chan­nels. They preach un­wa­ver­ing faith with a clear ab­sence of crit­i­cal think­ing, which only bleeds over into the MLM. “If you can’t ac­cept this, you need more per­sonal de­vel­op­ment, or the Bible, sweetie! You have a neg­a­tive mind­set—that’s the devil talk­ing!” Not to men­tion, the per­va­sive pu­rity cul­ture around Chris­tian­ity in­fil­trates ev­ery­thing, from the judg­ment around what peo­ple are wear­ing and say­ing, and how they act, to the ex­pec­ta­tion that MLM reps walk around with a shit-eat­ing grin and a good-girl dis­po­si­tion—al­ways obey­ing, never ques­tion­ing.

Chris­tians are sup­posed to be good stew­ards of re­sources by giv­ing to the needy, lov­ing thy neigh­bor as thy­self, etc., which means in the­ory, they should want noth­ing to do with ex­ploita­tive, un­eth­i­cal ven­tures like MLMs. Now, I per­son­ally be­lieved I was help­ing peo­ple for a long time, so I can com­pletely un­der­stand why any­one, Chris­tian or not, be­comes con­vinced that their MLM is ac­tu­ally help­ing thy neigh­bor. How­ever, when you re­cruit some­one, you are putting your fi­nan­cial gain first, no ques­tion. If it didn’t ben­e­fit you, you would never re­cruit them.

Greed is con­sid­ered a sin, so mon­e­tiz­ing re­la­tion­ships is the least Chris­tian thing you can do. Also, MLMs go against Chris­tian­ity’s fo­cus on fam­ily and com­mu­nity be­cause it strains fam­ily re­la­tion­ships when a busi­ness de­pends on talk­ing about a prod­uct or biz op non­stop to any­one who will lis­ten. Alien­at­ing loved ones will bring your cred­i­bil­ity into ques­tion, and peo­ple will lose trust. But the ob­ject of cap­i­tal­ism is profit, and it can al­low some to be­come wealthy while oth­ers can’t af­ford to eat, for the sake of “get­ting mine.” And if Chris­tian­ity is seen as “truth,” peo­ple who stand out­side the dom­i­nant cul­tural nor­mal of be­ing white and Chris­tian will ul­ti­mately be de­mo­nized, “de­serv­ing what they get.” This ties into the idyl­lic vi­sion of a ma­jor­ity-white, Chris­tian na­tion over which God is lov­ingly smil­ing while cas­ti­gat­ing all out­siders.

Hard pass on be­ing prayed over, Kim.

I have one more day left in this con­fer­ence, and to­day it’s my key­note that will in­struct and in­spire. It’s also an open at­ten­dance day, which is an­other re­ten­tion event; any con­sul­tant who can pay (a lot) to join can be there—and clearly, many are, as the con­fer­ence room is packed! They have FOMO from our last two days of se­cret meet­ings and the sneak peeks we’ve posted on­line (ahh, if they only knew). They can’t wait to get train­ing from the top. I re­mem­ber back to when I was in the same seat, fawn­ing over Kim­berly be­fore she be­came so in­tent on pray­ing over me.

It’s nice be­ing out­side the bub­ble of Seat­tle, since for the most part, these women are from the East Coast, and we have no fi­nan­cial ties with any of them. There will be some photo ops (oh, look, a bal­loon arch) and small talk, but it will be fairly low-key. I have given this same talk dif­fer­ent ways a dozen times, so it’s no big­gie, but this time all the top earn­ers are here to lis­ten. Who knows? Maybe I can in­spire a few of them to slow down the ten o’clock mi­mosa train. Not likely, but we’ll see.

Ser­ena gives me a thumbs-up, and I re­turn a wink and start my talk. The con­sul­tants in the back of the room are gaz­ing di­rectly at me, hang­ing on my ev­ery word, but the top lead­ers in the front row are chat­ting among them­selves, phones in hands, not pay­ing at­ten­tion to any­thing I’m say­ing. And many of them are al­ready tipsy. Se­ri­ously, ladies? I find it rude that they’re talk­ing dur­ing my pre­sen­ta­tion, but more than that, what kind of ex­am­ple are they set­ting for their teams and the con­sul­tants who are here? It’s hyp­o­crit­i­cal.

But then, I re­mem­ber—it doesn’t mat­ter. They get paid re­gard­less, and so do I. They don’t need to lis­ten. In fact, no­body needs to lis­ten. As I con­tinue to speak, gaz­ing out into the con­fer­ence room, star­ring as to­day’s guru, it’s like I am see­ing it all for the first time—the fake friends, the toxic pos­i­tiv­ity, the cult of per­sonal de­vel­op­ment, the cu­rated per­fec­tion, and the FOMO. As I scan the nearly all-white room filled with mod­ern-day Step­ford Wives, I am torn be­tween com­pas­sion and con­tempt: com­pas­sion for the women who paid to be here, and con­tempt for my­self, for con­tin­u­ing to sell this im­pos­si­ble dream.
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I spent a few years sell­ing nu­tri­tional sup­ple­ments and coach­ing for an MLM, but I felt gross call­ing my­self a coach when I’d never ac­tu­ally been trained in any­thing. I loved the work­outs and posted videos of my­self do­ing them, but when I in­evitably had the con­ver­sa­tion get­ting peo­ple to join me, I just felt like a fraud. When I sent in my ter­mi­na­tion form, none of my MLM “friends” ever talked to me again.

—AR­I­ANA, for­mer MLM rep



The prob­lem with knowl­edge is, now you know. I feel like Eve in the Gar­den of Eden. I’ve eaten the ap­ple and can never go back.

I’m in Nash­ville at what will turn out to be my last Re­juvinat Con­ven­tion, filled with equal parts dread and ex­cite­ment. I have agreed to speak again, ig­nor­ing my own de­sire not to par­tic­i­pate in this one. I’m also be­ing in­ducted into the mil­lion-dol­lar earner club. Yes, I’m one of them now. Al­though as I’ve learned, the term mil­lion-dol­lar earner is de­cep­tive, fall­ing in line with much of the MLM vo­cab­u­lary. It means that a con­sul­tant has earned a mil­lion dol­lars to­tal, over the course of their en­tire ten­ure, be­fore taxes. Now, I’ve been in Re­juvinat al­most six years, and $1 mil­lion di­vided over that time is an av­er­age of $166,000 per year. Still noth­ing to sneeze at! But af­ter taxes and ex­penses, cut that in half, and you have around an $80,000 take-home. Still great in­come, but it cer­tainly doesn’t match the “mil­lion­aire” life­style of the rich and fa­mous that is por­trayed on so­cial me­dia, or what you would ex­pect to ac­com­pany a ti­tle like mil­lion-dol­lar earner. And of course, it comes with stage recog­ni­tion, to rub it in the faces of all the women los­ing money. Not ex­cited for that.

What I am ex­cited for is my Nash­ville book-launch event.

My book came out last week, and I’ve gone on a promo tour from Seat­tle to Los An­ge­les to New York, and now Nash­ville. The re­sponse has been awe­some. It’s amaz­ing to me how many women can iden­tify with at least one part of my story, whether it’s a trau­matic child­hood ex­pe­ri­ence, sex­ual as­sault, or sub­stance abuse. I can’t say I was sur­prised, but it was val­i­dat­ing that I felt my words helped peo­ple, and writ­ing the book was cathar­tic for me. I’ve fin­ished up my ad­dic­tion aware­ness course­work and re­cov­ery coach­ing cer­ti­fi­ca­tion, and I’ve been work­ing with an or­ga­ni­za­tion do­ing re­cov­ery coach­ing on the side, which is in­cred­i­bly ful­fill­ing. In fact, pur­su­ing some­thing that has real mean­ing has only made my work at Re­juvinat feel that much shal­lower and more preda­tory, and yet, the rea­son I could af­ford to do the train­ing and course­work at all was be­cause of my Re­juvinat money. The cog­ni­tive dis­so­nance still re­mains—that I’m able to do “this other thing” that’s mean­ing­ful be­cause of some­thing I’ve swiftly come to view as harm­ful.

Al­though my pay­check is dry­ing up bit by bit each month (there’s been a mass ex­o­dus from Re­juvinat lately, thanks to all the pol­icy and pay­ment struc­ture changes, brought on by sat­u­ra­tion and de­clin­ing rev­enue), it’s still a lot, around $20,000 per month, es­pe­cially since I don’t have to do much for it, leav­ing me time to fo­cus on re­cov­ery coach­ing, write a book, and go on a book tour. Again, all of these things re­quire a fi­nan­cial in­vest­ment up front, so I re­lied on the Re­juvinat in­come. But I sup­pose if I re­ally looked at the num­bers, I would have also seen how much money was still go­ing out: prod­uct pur­chases, gifts for my team ev­ery time I earned a trip, up­grades to ho­tels and air­line tick­ets, and out­fits for trips and Con­ven­tion. This year alone, I’ve gone to Mex­ico (again), Spain, San Fran­cisco, and New Or­leans. Ev­ery time, I spend well over the al­lot­ted amount from the com­pany, and again, ev­ery­thing is added to my taxes as in­come at the end of the year. I’ve been show­ered with a Louis Vuit­ton suit­case, di­a­mond jew­elry, a com­puter, and so much more. Mean­while, my down­line has con­tin­ued to see noth­ing. My guilt has me pur­chas­ing things for them, which only de­tracts from my bot­tom line.

I am ac­tu­ally stunned at my profit and loss state­ment from my ac­coun­tant for this past year, though my an­nual 1099 was sky high. Af­ter taxes and ex­penses, it is much lower than I’d ex­pected—over 75 per­cent lower.

As I look at the fil­ing from my ac­coun­tant, I am ex­cited to see I had $370,000 in gross earn­ings, but then, of that, a whop­ping $100,000 of it was in “free” trips, “free” prod­ucts, pro­mo­tional items, car al­lot­ments, re­ward gifts (like that di­a­mond neck­lace and the Louis Vuit­ton suit­case) listed as in­come. I spent an­other $15,000 on over­ages for trips that were out of pocket, $10,000 on prod­ucts (for my­self as well as to “help” team mem­bers or fill quo­tas or ti­tles), $10,000 on gifts and in­cen­tives for my team, and $5,000 on pro­mo­tional ma­te­ri­als, biz ops, and other “busi­ness ex­penses” like postage, etc. But as I con­tinue read­ing, I see I also spent $22,000 on child­care, $8,000 on clothes and shoes, and $36,000 on my per­sonal as­sis­tant. Af­ter taxes, my in­come was $85,000. Now, $85,000 is a great in­come, but I was liv­ing a $400,000 salary life­style on less than $90,000 in take-home pay.

I re­al­ize that if my profit is so low com­pared to my “pay­check,” those of my down­line must be even lower. As a busi­ness-build­ing ex­er­cise (that ends up back­fir­ing be­cause my team re­al­izes how lit­tle they are tak­ing home), I have my team mem­bers fill out a profit and loss state­ment of their own and cal­cu­late the money they are mak­ing hourly. The re­sults are as­tound­ing.

Megan Williams, a men­tal-health coun­selor who has been work­ing in the men­tal-health field since 2005, spent three years as a rep for an MLM. Dur­ing that time, she ex­pe­ri­enced many psy­cho­log­i­cal af­fronts and de­cided to use her ex­per­tise as a ther­a­pist to help oth­ers who chose to leave an MLM. She wrote a work­book called Cut­ting Ties that of­fers a process to help those who are leav­ing an MLM and has an amaz­ing ex­am­ple of how to make a profit and loss state­ment, which is what we used. It in­cludes a list of all pos­si­ble ex­penses in­clud­ing pro­fes­sional pho­tos, child­care, travel costs, in­creases to in­ter­net or phone plans, new cloth­ing, sam­ples, web­site fees, and so many more, as well as in­struc­tions for cal­cu­lat­ing your ac­tual hourly rate.

My team and I are to­tally blind­sided by the re­sults. I re­al­ize that most of my key play­ers—June, An­nie, Mandy, even Vanessa—are ba­si­cally dump­ing money into the ma­chine just to stay ac­tive, and most are barely break­ing even. De­spite their “sales” be­ing in the tens of thou­sands on my cor­po­rate-pro­vided sales soft­ware, and de­spite be­ing on my top-ten leader lists ev­ery month, they are most cer­tainly not killing it like their so­cial me­dia pro­files would make you be­lieve. The truth is, those sky-high num­bers for the leader­boards in­clude the sales of the peo­ple un­der­neath them, and while the sales vol­ume looks high, the amount they make off each sale is mi­nus­cule. Their monthly pay­checks are in the high hun­dreds or low thou­sands, but thanks to taxes, ex­penses, re­quired pur­chases, non­paid trips and over­ages, prod­ucts pur­chased un­der fam­ily mem­bers, and other things they aren’t tak­ing into ac­count, these women are mak­ing maybe a few hun­dred dol­lars a month. And with the hours they are putting in and the wage per hour they cal­cu­lated? They could make more work­ing at Star­bucks. Much more. The ones not on my top-ten list? They’re los­ing money, no ques­tion.

This adds more con­flict: First, how can I stay in this when I ex­plic­itly know how much peo­ple are los­ing? And two, how can I have brought them in and not con­tinue to stick it out my­self? I fig­ure as long as I am here and still show­er­ing them with love and gifts and get-to­geth­ers at our con­ven­tions and con­fer­ences, it will be worth it to them, and it will also ease my guilt. At this point, I should have told them to leave, but I didn’t.

Un­know­ingly, I am love bomb­ing them to per­pet­u­ate their own sunk cost fal­lacy.

Plus, how can I quit now? The vil­lage of con­sul­tants has been so sup­port­ive of my book. Becky, Al­li­son, and so many oth­ers in the greater con­sul­tant com­mu­nity, even some of the other top lead­ers, were part of my ad­vance reader team and loved the book, posted about it, and left great re­views. It makes me feel guilty for pulling away from Re­juvinat, so I stay mildly en­gaged; when cor­po­rate once again asks me to speak, I can’t say no. At this point, I still be­lieve that while maybe this won’t be my “only thing,” I will keep Re­juvinat go­ing be­cause I love the com­mu­nity. And I truly do; many are still my good friends.

Becky is the ul­ti­mate sunny-side-up op­ti­mist, whom I also con­sider a friend. Not only is she my up­line, but we’ve va­ca­tioned to­gether. Our kids are friends. Our friend­ship goes be­yond prox­im­ity. So, by this point, I have fi­nally talked to her about how I feel about the com­pany. She had al­ready felt me pulling away and knew I wasn’t happy with all the cor­po­rate changes. When I turned down the last key­note speech I was of­fered, be­fore this Nash­ville out­ing, she asked me why, and I told her that I felt like the com­pany was us­ing my story to sell the op­por­tu­nity and prod­ucts. She could see my point, though I’m not sure she was to­tally on board with the sen­ti­ment. She also knows I still har­bor guilt about my down­line’s lack of suc­cess.

“Look, Emily, I’m a lifer. I love ev­ery­thing about this com­pany. I’ll never leave. Never. And you’ve been the big­gest leader on my team. I would be ap­pre­cia­tive of you no mat­ter what you de­cided to do. But you built this. The only way you fail is if you quit! Why quit now? If you de­cide to step back, do the bare min­i­mum, and take a check, that is to­tally your right.”

In her own way, I feel like she is giv­ing me per­mis­sion to step back, even though she does have a few key peo­ple call and text to try to reen­gage me. Al­li­son and a few other women in my up­line send me texts en­cour­ag­ing me to stay; they share the same sen­ti­ment—that I only fail if I quit. I lis­ten to Becky, for bet­ter or worse, and I de­cide to keep push­ing my nag­ging feel­ings to the back of my mind. Though her words of­fer me re­lief be­cause I fi­nally ad­mit­ted to her how I was feel­ing, they also keep me stuck even longer, which per­haps was the point, to be­gin with. Af­ter all, she still makes over $40,000 per month, much of which comes from my down­line. And if I looked more closely, I should have rec­og­nized the plat­i­tudes—that she was em­ploy­ing the same cult tech­niques to make me think I was free to go, but also sham­ing me for want­ing to leave.

I have al­ready de­tached so much from Re­juvinat. I rarely post on In­sta­gram any­more about the busi­ness. In fact, I started a new In­sta­gram ac­count af­ter I de­cided to pub­lish the book, since most of my forty thou­sand In­sta­gram fol­low­ers are the boss­babes al­ready in the com­pany. Plus, a fel­low re­cov­ery ad­vo­cate told me that mix­ing the two would be a de­ter­rent to book buy­ers, clients, or po­ten­tial fol­low­ers. Our con­ver­sa­tion re­minded me of the cau­tion my spon­sor ex­pressed to me a cou­ple years ear­lier about mix­ing busi­ness with my re­cov­ery.

“If you mix an MLM with your so­bri­ety story, clients will think you’re go­ing to try to sell them shit when they work with you,” Laura, a re­cov­ery ad­vo­cate whom I highly re­spect and con­sider a friend, tells me over the phone one day.

“But I’ll be shar­ing my book on there, as well as my re­cov­ery coach­ing—isn’t that sell­ing?”

“Ap­ples and or­anges. When you’re shar­ing a book and shar­ing a ser­vice, you aren’t ask­ing your au­di­ence to sell shit for you. You did a ton of work and put in la­bor and per­sonal ef­fort to make a prod­uct—your book—and now you’re ask­ing peo­ple to buy it. And with coach­ing, you’ve put a ton of work in to be trained and cer­ti­fied to per­form a le­git­i­mate ser­vice. You’re sell­ing those tan­gi­ble things. You’re not ask­ing peo­ple to then turn around and write books or be­come coaches them­selves. It wouldn’t be an is­sue if you were just sell­ing eye cream; that’s not what you’re do­ing with Re­juvinat. You’re try­ing to get them to join you in your pyra­mid. So as long as you’re do­ing both on the same plat­form, peo­ple are go­ing to think in the back of their mind that you’re go­ing to even­tu­ally at­tempt to re­cruit them to join your team. At least, that’s what I would be think­ing if I didn’t know you the way I do.”

She’s right on both counts; I don’t want peo­ple to think I have an ul­te­rior mo­tive. My brain is still sort­ing out how sell­ing to peo­ple who want a ser­vice or prod­uct is not bad but ex­ploit­ing peo­ple fi­nan­cially for some­thing that will likely never ben­e­fit them is. It has taken me a long time to rec­on­cile this. But thanks to Laura’s ad­vice, I ded­i­cate my new In­sta­gram ac­count to re­cov­ery ad­vo­cacy and ed­u­ca­tion only, shar­ing my book, the ar­ti­cles I’ve writ­ten, and pod­casts I have been in­ter­viewed for. Though many of the MLM net­work “fol­lowed me” to the new ac­count, it feels more au­then­tic to talk about top­ics that are near and dear to my heart, in­stead of prod­ucts and a busi­ness that I don’t be­lieve in. The busi­ness that I have to ded­i­cate one more week­end to for Con­ven­tion. Time to put on a happy boss­babe face. I can do any­thing for three days, right? Even in Nash­ville.

“Are you think­ing sparkling wa­ters here, or do you want to have your stack of books?” Ser­ena asks for ad­vice on my book event setup. She and I are stay­ing to­gether again; she’s my sav­ing grace, as al­ways. We rented a huge suite (again, more money) so it would fit a book-launch party and also in­clude space to spend time with our friends out­side the chaos of the con­ven­tion cen­ter. I want to avoid the fan­girling as much as pos­si­ble and try to en­joy my­self. First on the docket for this week­end is my book-launch event, then I give my (last) talk, then my (last) stupid stage walk, and then I can go home and put Re­juvinat on au­topi­lot. Be­fore I can an­swer Ser­ena’s dec­o­rat­ing ques­tions, there’s a knock at the door.

“I got it!” I say, as I open the door to see Kim­berly, stand­ing in a bright-pink dress, mile-high blonde hair, and stiletto heels that look down­right painful. Be­fore I have a chance to ask, “How in God’s name did you get our room num­ber?” she is stand­ing in our suite.

“Hi, ladies! So glad you picked this ho­tel, too. I opted for the pres­i­den­tial suite, but this is… cute.” She looks around. God, can she ever skip the piss­ing con­test?

“Yes, it’s great, such good light­ing!” I make jazz hands around the large pic­ture win­dow as I at­tempt to hold a cor­dial con­ver­sa­tion, won­der­ing why she’s here.

“You know, Emily,” she says as she saun­ters to the win­dow and ad­mires the view, “I have peo­ple ask­ing me about your book. Won­der­ing if they need to write a book to be suc­cess­ful in this busi­ness, too.” She pauses, a smug smile on her lips.

I shake my head and look at her, hop­ing she’ll do me the cour­tesy of of­fer­ing more con­text.

“Okay, and?” I ask.

“I mean, you are a tip­pity-top leader and you’ve lost fo­cus, and now, peo­ple won­der, Do I need to write a book to be at the top, too? It just re­ally looks bad that you’re so pub­licly do­ing some­thing else now.”

She cocks her head and looks at me with an ar­ro­gant, judg­men­tal ex­pres­sion, as if she’s chal­leng­ing me.

I’m speech­less. First, fuck her, and sec­ond, she’s writ­ten a book of her own, too! It was a pretty ba­sic “how to be in a pyra­mid scheme” per­sonal de­vel­op­ment hy­brid, in the ter­ri­tory of many other net­work mar­keters, but on top of that, she ran her own coach­ing pro­gram out­side of Re­juvinat, help­ing other peo­ple in MLMs (or any­one will­ing to pay her) with her “se­crets to suc­cess.” It seems like ev­ery top leader has her own backup plan, whether it’s coach­ing or books or some­thing else.

In the last decade, and es­pe­cially with the growth of on­line busi­nesses, many high-level dis­trib­u­tors at Re­juvinat and other MLMs have de­vel­oped “busi­ness coach­ing” pro­grams that es­sen­tially as­sert: “If you fol­low this proven sys­tem, you will be suc­cess­ful in your MLM.” So the lowly MLM rep at the bot­tom who doesn’t know why they aren’t suc­ceed­ing can buy cour­ses, sales aids, books, and tech­niques on how to re­cruit and grow a down­line. Some dis­trib­u­tors make more money sell­ing sales aids than they do in the MLM, build­ing the case for the sunk cost fal­lacy that keeps peo­ple in the com­pany. The FTC warns against these coach­ing pro­grams, be­cause like MLMs, they claim that you can make money with no ex­pe­ri­ence and lit­tle ef­fort. They of­ten say their “ex­perts” will teach you a “proven method” for build­ing a suc­cess­ful busi­ness on the in­ter­net and may even claim that they are af­fil­i­ated with well-known on­line sell­ers or com­pa­nies, which may or may not be true. We’ve all seen the pitches and paid place­ments:

“Learn from EX­PERTS in the field!”

“Make seven fig­ures by fol­low­ing our sys­tem.”

“Make money from home, NOW!”

They pitch that it’s sim­ple to make money, and for a hefty fee, they’ll show you how! Un­for­tu­nately, you’ll find out, once again, af­ter los­ing hun­dreds or thou­sands of dol­lars, that these prom­ises were empty. Now, the in­ter­net is flooded with peo­ple who have never ac­tu­ally achieved suc­cess sell­ing their pro­pri­etary se­crets to it, but their only real suc­cess is the scam that so many un­for­tu­nate peo­ple have bought into. In ef­fect, it is more lu­cra­tive to sell sales aids to other cur­rent MLM reps than it is to try to get new ones to join their own MLM.

Watch­ing videos of peo­ple coach­ing when they aren’t ac­tu­ally busi­ness coaches is weird, but lis­ten­ing to the ad­vice of peo­ple preach­ing their ver­sion of the pros­per­ity gospel and their own money-mak­ing se­crets when they have noth­ing to show for it is even more than weird—it’s un­eth­i­cal. Keep in mind, I’m a cer­ti­fied coach. I have noth­ing against coaches who come out of le­git­i­mate pro­grams. Sadly, the in­dus­try is no­to­ri­ously un­der­reg­u­lated, much like MLMs, which is why peo­ple can call them­selves coaches, even if they aren’t trained. Gen­er­ally speak­ing, coaches should be rec­og­nized by a ma­jor cre­den­tial­ing body (In­ter­na­tional Coach­ing Fed­er­a­tion, Board of Cer­ti­fied Coaches, As­so­ci­a­tion of Coaches, Eu­ro­pean Men­tor­ing and Coach­ing Coun­cil, etc.). It’s best to ask a coach for their cre­den­tials be­cause per­sonal life ex­pe­ri­ence does not qual­ify as cer­ti­fi­ca­tion.

Though I am a woman in re­cov­ery, I also went through ex­ten­sive train­ing and cer­ti­fi­ca­tion that was no joke. I am qual­i­fied to coach around al­co­hol is­sues and re­cov­ery, but I would never try to act as some­one’s busi­ness coach. De­spite be­ing in an MLM (or per­haps be­cause of it), I’m very much not qual­i­fied! MLMs do not train you to run a busi­ness. At. All. MLM busi­ness coaches may be giv­ing you tips or shar­ing a story from their own ex­pe­ri­ence that gives you a re­newed sense of pur­pose, but they are not part­ner­ing with you, hold­ing you ac­count­able, or sup­port­ing your growth in any tan­gi­ble way. And you can find dozens of self-de­scribed ex­perts sell­ing them­selves as mind­set coaches or busi­ness coaches, even self-de­scribed re­cov­ery coaches, with no qual­i­fi­ca­tions other than be­ing in­volved in an MLM.

How do you pay for ex­per­tise that doesn’t ex­ist?

I re­flect on a con­ver­sa­tion I had on a re­ward trip ear­lier this year in Cabo with a fel­low con­sul­tant, Cal­ista. Like me, she had a fast start, so she asked me for some point­ers. She’d made it to “car vol­ume,” the to­tal sales num­ber re­quired to achieve your monthly car pay­out, but didn’t hold it; her num­bers dropped back down a few short months in, leav­ing her stuck with a car pay­ment she had to pay her­self, which is quite com­mon. She had asked for my opin­ion on what was go­ing on at cor­po­rate be­cause she knew I had in­sider info. I was at the point where I didn’t re­ally care any­more, and in a rare mo­ment of let­ting my guard down, I told her that I felt like Re­juvinat was a sink­ing ship. She ap­pre­ci­ated my can­dor, and I didn’t see much of her af­ter that. I as­sumed she quit and found a le­git­i­mate job or jumped to an­other MLM. Imag­ine my sur­prise a few months later when an In­sta­gram post popped up from her: “I started a new fun project! Do you have a net­work of peo­ple who think MLMs are preda­tory? I want to change that! I’m launch­ing a coach­ing pro­gram with speak­ers, se­crets to suc­cess, lan­guage ideas, and all the top tips to re­cruit your teams BIG and make your pay­checks HUGE! All for $50 per month!”

She hopped off the sink­ing ship, per my ad­vice, but in­stead, she col­lected all the other suck­ers who were hang­ing on for dear life. Not only could she prey on all the other women fail­ing in Re­juvinat; she’d opened her of­fer­ing up to any and ev­ery MLM boss­babe. If that doesn’t drive home how this in­dus­try is all about the peo­ple, not the prod­ucts, I don’t know what will. De­spite the fact that Cal­ista made her post sound like she was of­fer­ing a great deal, she was pur­posely tar­get­ing easy prey, promis­ing some­one they could level up for only $50 per month, when they had al­ready spent $1,000 on a busi­ness kit to “level up” their life. It’s also in­cred­i­bly hyp­o­crit­i­cal. Cal­ista put her own fail­ing MLM side gig on au­topi­lot be­cause she knew it wasn’t ten­able or sus­tain­able, but she went on to hood­wink peo­ple into stay­ing in their MLMs by se­duc­ing them into the premise that it’s pos­si­ble to be suc­cess­ful. And she raked in the money do­ing it.

So I’m hav­ing a hard time swal­low­ing Kim­berly’s “feed­back,” since I al­ready con­sider her to be a self-de­scribed “ex­pert” whose en­tire fo­cus is en­tic­ing peo­ple into Re­juvinat and mak­ing money off those in other MLMs. I’m not sure if she’s an­noyed that I’m do­ing some­thing out­side the MLM world or that the spot­light is off her.

The big dif­fer­ence with my book ver­sus hers or any of the other reps who’ve writ­ten books is that mine has noth­ing to do with the MLM world. I didn’t write it to bring more peo­ple into Re­juvinat or any MLM, or to sell a prod­uct; it’s just my story, noth­ing more. And I have no doubt that the “peo­ple ask­ing” Kim­berly about whether writ­ing a book is a way to get to the tip­pity-top is a flat-out lie. No­body is ask­ing her any­thing; she just knows that none of the re­lated suc­cess will flow up to her, un­like my Re­juvinat sales and re­cruit­ing.

Un­sur­pris­ingly, her false con­cern is purely self-in­ter­ested.

I re­spond as kindly but flatly as I can muster, “Kim, I’m not fol­low­ing. I wrote a book, you wrote a book, lots of peo­ple have. Cor­po­rate is fine with it, so if any­one has ques­tions, just send them to me.”

Se­ri­ously, get out of my room.

She gazes at me with an in­tense look in her eyes. “I just won­der, what hap­pens to peo­ple like you? How did you get so off track? Hon­estly, I started your book and I just… I couldn’t. But I just want you to know, I’ll pray for you.”

Ser­ena sees the steam com­ing out of my ears and butts in, sharply de­fus­ing what could eas­ily turn into a cat­fight. Per­haps a di­vine in­ter­ven­tion, my phone rings. “Thanks, Kim, BY­EEEEEEE!” I say in as singsongy a voice as I can and walk the other way. Ser­ena makes a lit­tle small talk as she walks Kim­berly to the door.

What hap­pened to you?

I am fum­ing as I con­sider the ab­sur­dity of her ques­tion. Life, Kim­berly! Life hap­pened, and in­stead of pre­tend­ing ev­ery­thing is pretty and pure white and shiplap and fil­tered, I’m ac­tu­ally talk­ing about it. Sorry if that gets your panties in a wad, you up­pity cow.

I wel­come the dis­trac­tion of the phone call, but had I known what was on the other line, I would have con­tin­ued the con­ver­sa­tion with Kim­berly.

“Hi, Emily, it’s Sheila, from the Com­pli­ance De­part­ment at Re­juvinat,” a chirpy woman an­nounces on the other line. Com­pli­ance, eek. Com­pli­ance’s job is to send an email if you post a graphic you shouldn’t or make a false in­come claim. It wasn’t great to hear from them, but also, noth­ing ever seemed to come of it.

“Hey, Sheila, what can I help you with?” I as­sume they need clear­ance on a photo or a Pow­er­Point slide for my Con­ven­tion pre­sen­ta­tion.

“Well, we’ve had sev­eral con­sul­tants over the last few days send in a record­ing of a pod­cast in­ter­view you did for your book. Con­grats, by the way! But in this in­ter­view, you talked about some, well, sen­si­tive things. And you used the com­pany name, and we need to ask you to have it taken down.”

Sen­si­tive things? Shit, I’ve done so many pod­cast in­ter­views in the past few weeks. Did I talk about the com­pany? When did I talk about the com­pany? Did I ac­ci­den­tally share a prod­uct in­gre­di­ent I shouldn’t have?

“Oh, thanks for let­ting me know. Can you tell me what sen­si­tive in­for­ma­tion I shared? Be­cause I hon­estly don’t re­call.” At this point, I still as­sume it’s pro­pri­etary com­pany in­for­ma­tion. Boy, am I wrong.

“Well, it’s just…,” she sheep­ishly con­tin­ues, like an awk­ward health teacher try­ing to talk about pu­berty. “There was some, you know, things of a sex­ual na­ture that you spoke about, and in the same in­ter­view, you said our com­pany name. We just can’t be as­so­ci­ated with it.”

We sit in si­lence for what felt like min­utes, as I process what she is say­ing. Yes, I re­mem­ber the in­ter­view now. My pub­lisher was ask­ing me about Re­juvinat in the be­gin­ning of the in­ter­view, very briefly, then she later ref­er­enced a sec­tion of my book and made a com­ment about how peo­ple need to “deal with their sex­ual trauma, or it would deal with them down the way,” or some­thing like that. That’s the only ref­er­ence to sex, and the only ref­er­ence to the com­pany, I’ve made. This is ab­surd. I’ve been carted around to dozens of events over the past cou­ple of years shar­ing my story, al­beit a san­i­tized ver­sion of it. And now that I’m shar­ing some real shit, they don’t want to as­so­ciate with it? It’s too… sex­ual?

“So, you’re say­ing I need to have them bleep out the com­pany name? Even though I’ve been asked to talk about my re­cov­ery over and over and over at com­pany events? Even though I’m here now, again, ready to sing the com­pany’s praises and tie it to my re­cov­ery story? So my book is just a lit­tle too ‘real’ and not the pretty, man­u­fac­tured story you’re used to? Do I have that right?” I prac­ti­cally spit out my words, though I want to say so much more.

“If you could just avoid ref­er­enc­ing the com­pany from now on in your in­ter­views, that would be great,” she replies in that same mad­den­ingly perky voice.

“Got it.” I hang up the phone.

Thank­fully, Ser­ena has got­ten rid of Kim­berly. I re­gur­gi­tate what Sheila just told me, and Ser­ena’s jaw drops. “Those ass­holes.”

My thoughts ex­actly. What both­ers me even more are the “sev­eral con­sul­tants” who sent the in­ter­view to cor­po­rate. Were they hon­estly of­fended by what I said? Was it im­pos­si­ble for them to sim­ply di­vert their at­ten­tion? Ev­ery­thing I shared in my book is my per­sonal story and has noth­ing to do with this com­pany… and maybe that’s the prob­lem. So much for the sis­ter­hood.

From the be­gin­ning of join­ing an MLM, you’re taught to look for peo­ple’s vul­ner­a­bil­i­ties. You’re not told di­rectly that this is what you’re do­ing, but rather, you’re taught to find what peo­ple need and show them how this busi­ness can fill that need—the “hunger”—that Becky told me about the first day I joined. “Lonely? Join a group of boss­babes. Fat? Take part in our work­outs! Have gas and bloat­ing? Do a gut cleanse with our sup­ple­ments! De­pressed? Spray some es­sen­tial oils on it! And best of all, join our com­mu­nity!” MLMs are the Band-Aid for all that ails you. They sup­pos­edly com­prise women sup­port­ing women, all while us­ing the sales tac­tics that mar­keters know will make us vul­ner­a­ble and self-crit­i­cal. And all of these are tied to men­tal health, be­cause you are not rem­e­dy­ing the de­pres­sion or the low self-es­teem or the shaky sense of self—you’re of­fer­ing a dis­trac­tion.

When you re­late to oth­ers through vul­ner­a­bil­i­ties, the in­tent may not nec­es­sar­ily be shady, but tar­get­ing peo­ple who are at their low­est is preda­tory: “We have a job and a life­style and a net­work and per­sonal de­vel­op­ment for you! Join us!” Af­ter all, how many MLM boss­babe sto­ries start with “the low point” that got them into the busi­ness? “Woe is me! I was so sad and lonely, then this leg­ging com­pany fixed ev­ery­thing!” When ev­ery suc­cess story starts as a sob story, doesn’t that speak to the kind of ma­nip­u­la­tion that is be­ing em­ployed? Sure, tar­get­ing pain points is not ex­clu­sive to MLMs, but un­like TV com­mer­cials you can turn off or mag­a­zine pages you can flip, a boss­babe comes di­rectly to you in a Face­book mes­sage, or sits next to you in the PTA meet­ing, or car­pools your kids to soc­cer. It’s more per­sonal and more dif­fi­cult to evade.

The most sin­is­ter, in my opin­ion, is the health and well­ness ad­vice. Since I be­came sober, I have been stunned by the num­ber of “well­ness” coaches who pro­mote gluten- and dairy-free anti-in­flam­ma­tory di­ets yet post about guz­zling wine. No shade to peo­ple who drink al­co­hol, but as a “well­ness ex­pert,” you should know that al­co­hol is the worst thing you can in­gest for your phys­i­cal, men­tal, or emo­tional health; no diet or ex­er­cise or cleanse can can­cel out a lit­eral poi­son. And don’t get me started on the “clean wine” MLMs, since the dirty part of wine is al­co­hol!

But these women aren’t sci­en­tists. Most MLM reps are com­pletely un­qual­i­fied to be pro­mot­ing diet and health, es­pe­cially with re­spect to an al­ready vul­ner­a­ble pop­u­la­tion. Of course, there are ex­cep­tions, such as ac­tual nu­tri­tion­ists or di­eti­tians who buy into the sys­tem, but the ma­jor­ity have zero train­ing in any­thing re­lated to nu­tri­tion, di­etet­ics, ex­er­cise sci­ence, or an­other re­lated field of study be­yond what the MLM pro­vides in their “con­sul­tant wel­come kit,” which amounts to a brochure on how to sell. They are not li­censed or cer­ti­fied, and def­i­nitely not qual­i­fied to work with some­one’s med­i­cal his­tory or phys­i­cal lim­i­ta­tions. And if they are li­censed or cer­ti­fied nu­tri­tion­ists, one has to won­der about their cred­i­bil­ity if they join a com­mu­nity of com­pletely un­trained self-de­scribed “well­ness reps” who did noth­ing but buy a busi­ness kit.

Un­for­tu­nately, diet cul­ture—the per­va­sive be­lief that ap­pear­ance and body shape are more im­por­tant than phys­i­cal, psy­cho­log­i­cal, and gen­eral well-be­ing—is ram­pant. Amer­i­cans spend over $30 bil­lion on diet prod­ucts a year, and 45 mil­lion Amer­i­cans diet ev­ery year. This is a huge vul­ner­a­ble pop­u­la­tion that MLMs tar­get. By telling new moms the “se­cret to los­ing the baby weight” or mes­sag­ing a plus-size friend about the “se­cret to keto weight loss,” MLM reps are re­in­forc­ing, not rem­e­dy­ing, dis­or­dered be­liefs. They are con­tribut­ing to the prob­lem, not solv­ing it.

As de­scribed in The Fuck It Diet, by Car­o­line Dooner, most di­ets are de­signed to fail; oth­er­wise there wouldn’t be a diet in­dus­try. Di­ets seem like they work at first, but since weight-loss stud­ies don’t last long enough to take note of the weight that’s gained back, peo­ple con­tinue to jump on claims that cer­tain di­ets work. This is very con­ve­nient for MLMs, and their reps can sell peo­ple the sup­posed an­ti­dote to liv­ing a life con­sumed by food fix­a­tion and ex­er­cise: a dif­fer­ent pro­gram that makes them con­sumed with clean eat­ing and ex­er­cise. The mo­tive is not oth­ers’ well-be­ing; it’s fi­nan­cial gain.

I’m not say­ing that peo­ple can’t and don’t love the prod­ucts they use and share about them be­cause they gen­uinely worked for them. Sure, many reps love their com­pany; sure, they love their prod­ucts. Call it brain­wash­ing or not, but that “love” will pre­vent reps from clearly see­ing what other peo­ple’s needs re­ally are. When I was fully on board with Re­juvinat and singing its praises, re­gard­less of how much I loved a prod­uct or not, I saw a new ac­quain­tance as a dol­lar sign. They were some­one to sell to or re­cruit. If they had a gen­uine need for con­nec­tion, money, fewer wrin­kles, or lit­er­ally any­thing else, I would find a way to make Re­juvinat fill their need. When you’re deep in an MLM, you’re ex­empt from be­ing an ac­cu­rate judge of what is ac­tu­ally good for some­one.

If there was zero com­pen­sa­tion for shar­ing, would MLM reps still be shar­ing in the way they do? Would they still get all their friends to­gether and have par­ties? If their be­hav­ior is changed in any way by the pos­si­bil­ity of com­pen­sa­tion, that’s preda­tory. Sell­ing things is fine. But if you tell peo­ple you just share the prod­ucts be­cause you like them, you’re full of shit. You are shar­ing be­cause you have an un­der­ly­ing hope that you will earn com­mis­sions. More­over, you are en­cour­aged to lie about your in­tent. I would never have shared the way I did on so­cial me­dia, in­serted awk­ward con­ver­sa­tions about the com­pany and prod­ucts into small talk with friends, or ha­rassed ac­quain­tances through DMs about my “busi­ness op­por­tu­nity” if I sim­ply liked the prod­ucts. I shared the way I did be­cause of the po­ten­tial fi­nan­cial ben­e­fit.

This ex­tends be­yond MLMs, of course, to the white women well­ness space. Take a gan­der at Goop, Gwyneth Pal­trow’s well­ness brand. Celebri­ties have a knack for con­vinc­ing women that they can af­ford the de­signer life­style and all the prod­ucts that go with it, and it will make their lives bet­ter. Goop has made head­lines for sell­ing vagina crys­tals and co-opt­ing con­tro­ver­sial doc­tors (ones who ar­gue that HIV doesn’t cause AIDS, for ex­am­ple). Many find that the health ben­e­fits of their prod­ucts don’t quite match up to what they sell, and why would they? Goop’s goal isn’t health—the goal is to make Gwyneth Pal­trow richer.

Sim­i­lar to MLMs, well­ness com­pa­nies are largely un­reg­u­lated, and prey on des­per­a­tion and women’s mis­trust of con­ven­tional medicine. Af­ter all, women’s health care is a huge prob­lem in Amer­ica, es­pe­cially within marginal­ized com­mu­ni­ties; this dis­pro­por­tion­ately harms peo­ple of color and those in poverty, or who live in ar­eas with­out med­i­cal re­sources—many of whom can­not af­ford the detox bath soaks that claim to im­prove health.

As Amanda Mull writes in her ar­ti­cle for The At­lantic, “I Gooped My­self”: “The com­pany’s prod­ucts em­brace one of Amer­ica’s old­est health myths: that phys­i­cal beauty is proof not only of a per­son’s health, but of her es­sen­tial right­eous­ness. If the out­side is per­fect, the in­side must be too. It’s a ret­ro­grade vi­sion of wom­an­hood for a com­pany that so fre­quently de­ploys the word em­pow­er­ment.”

Just like many well­ness brands sell­ing em­pow­er­ment, they’ll lead you to be­lieve that they can solve any prob­lem as long as you have money to spend. They even have their own themed cruises, which are surely lu­cra­tive for Goop, driv­ing home the wealth dis­par­ity in well­ness and cen­ter­ing white-girl power that isn’t re­motely ac­ces­si­ble or even mar­keted to lower-in­come women or women of color. De­spite the crit­i­cism, Goop marches on in the spirit of white women’s self-im­prove­ment. And sur­prise, sur­prise, the Goop web­site doesn’t al­low peo­ple to re­view their pur­chases. Even Goop doesn’t want haters.

This de­sire for any type of self-im­prove­ment can lead peo­ple to view MLMs as the an­swer. I saw this of­ten in my re­cov­ery com­mu­ni­ties. Peo­ple in re­cov­ery are of­ten fo­cused on im­prov­ing their lives and their health. MLMs (falsely) prom­ise a bet­ter life with low bar­ri­ers (just a small in­vest­ment, no step work, and no amends!), more health, more money, and a sup­port­ive com­mu­nity. I un­der­stood the draw, as some­one in an MLM and as some­one in re­cov­ery. When you get a DUI, it’s ex­pen­sive, and some ex­tra money sure sounds good! When your friends shun you for the an­tics you pulled when you were drunk, an os­ten­si­bly ac­cept­ing com­mu­nity meets a key need! I saw many women in re­cov­ery fall prey to MLMs when I was in the rooms of AA. And I un­der­stood it. I my­self had ex­ploited peo­ple’s vul­ner­a­bil­i­ties for so long: their de­sire to stay home with their kids, to have bet­ter skin, to feel more vi­brant and alive.

Vul­ner­a­bil­ity has al­ways been a key part of my suc­cess, but it’s also what made me sus­cep­ti­ble to Re­juvinat in the first place, be­cause I was un­der­stand­ably lonely and look­ing for a com­mu­nity. But now? My vul­ner­a­bil­ity is just a lit­tle too much. They wanted me to share enough to make my­self re­lat­able but not enough to make the com­pany look bad.



SER­ENA AND I SKIP most of the ses­sions at Con­ven­tion. And hon­estly, it’s the most fun I’ve had at a Con­ven­tion be­cause I don’t ac­tu­ally go to any of the MLM-cu­rated lec­tures or par­ties. We spend time with June, Carly, An­nie, Mandy, and a few other con­sul­tants whom we ac­tu­ally con­sider friends. Luck­ily, Madi­son has grown such a big team that she leads her own par­ties and events, and I don’t feel ob­li­gated to in­clude her. It ac­tu­ally helps our re­la­tion­ship quite a bit, re­al­iz­ing that we don’t work well to­gether. She does her thing, with huge over-the-top events re­plete with pho­tog­ra­phers and posed fil­tered pho­tos, and I do mine, with none of those things. Becky en­ter­tains her, so I don’t need to—it’s a win-win! All the while, Madi­son has con­tin­ued to sky­rocket, and to rel­ish the praise and fan­girling I now loathe. She also con­tin­ues to sup­port my bot­tom line, which is enough for me to keep putting on a happy face and fak­ing it.

Ser­ena and I go out in Nash­ville, dance, lis­ten to mu­sic, and eat so much greasy food, re­treat­ing to our suite at the end of the night. This is what I will miss, I think to my­self. This is the part I en­joy about these Re­juvinat trips. But I re­mind my­self that I don’t need to be in­volved in an MLM to take girls’ trips dis­guised as busi­ness ones. I just need to make sure that I con­tinue mak­ing time for friends once I can no longer use “work” as an ex­cuse, even if the work is fake AF. Af­ter all, moms like us aren’t af­forded as much leisure time as our spouses.

Ac­cord­ing to re­search, fa­thers with chil­dren un­der eigh­teen spend about three more hours per week on leisure time than moth­ers. And while leisure ac­tiv­i­ties for men gen­er­ally in­clude play­ing sports, ex­er­cis­ing, or watch­ing TV or other me­dia, moth­ers’ ac­tiv­i­ties are of­ten ex­pected to be nor­mal day-to-day ac­tiv­i­ties chalked up to self-care. “Go take a bath! Go take a nap! Go to bed early!” Gee, thanks, so­ci­ety. When we aren’t mom­ming, we are ex­pected to be work­ing; and when we aren’t work­ing, we are ex­pected to be mom­ming! Maybe this is why moth­ers feel more ex­hausted and stressed dur­ing their leisure time than fa­thers do, and why co-opt­ing a busi­ness trip for some R&R is the best ex­cuse there is to do busi­ness.

It’s un­for­tu­nate that MLMs make these trips so busy and stress­ful, de­void of any ac­tual re­lax­ation. And it’s funny that even our leisure time we are sup­posed to use as a mar­ket­ing op­por­tu­nity. It’s the rea­son the com­pany gives us branded tow­els and wa­ter bot­tles, and why you see boss­babes post­ing about work­ing “on va­ca­tion.” This is a nod to the “flex­i­ble work” op­tion, but not the flex they think it is. No­body—I mean, no­body—wants to have their face in their phone or their lap­top on va­ca­tion, or be tied to a Zoom call when they are sup­posed to be va­ca­tion­ing.

Af­ter our fun night out, we all con­nect at our suite, or­der­ing room-ser­vice pizza and kick­ing off our heels. Carly pipes up, “Where are Vanessa and Han­nah, any­way? I’m sad they aren’t here!”

I am, too. Vanessa is easy to ex­plain: She’s still my very best friend, and I see her all the time, but her ca­reer has ex­ploded—in a good way! She’s worked her way up and is trav­el­ing a lot. She’s still in­volved in Re­juvinat but just sells a lit­tle on the side and doesn’t take it too se­ri­ously. I of­ten won­der, If I hadn’t risen to the top, could I con­tinue to be bliss­fully un­aware and just sell prod­ucts when­ever? Maybe I’m not that low-key of a per­son. Maybe it’s my per­son­al­ity that makes me feel like I have to strive for the top, or maybe it was just the luck of the draw, since I found Re­juvinat first and Vanessa found it sec­ond, and I had a sec­ond in­come and she no longer did. Ei­ther way, she’s happy, and that makes me happy for her.

“Vanessa is do­ing so well. These trips just are too much time away from her fam­ily,” I ex­plain.

Han­nah is a dif­fer­ent story. Things fi­nally came to a head with her hus­band. He ques­tioned the credit-card bills, and even found some that he didn’t know about. When he con­fronted her, he told her that she could no longer spend any money on Re­juvinat. Since she was no longer able to fill her monthly quota, the small team she had rolled over to me. Yes, that’s right, I ab­sorbed her team be­cause she couldn’t af­ford to keep them.

It’s sin­is­ter, ac­tu­ally. MLMs re­quire not only a min­i­mum ti­tle to keep the team you re­cruited, but also a min­i­mum ti­tle to earn money on any team you have. Maybe you’ve heard the term leav­ing money on the ta­ble? If you re­cruit an ab­so­lute rock­star net­worker who makes it big, you don’t nec­es­sar­ily make money on their sales, un­less you’re hit­ting and main­tain­ing a cer­tain ti­tle. It’s the rea­son women can feel so des­per­ate and end up buy­ing mul­ti­ple “legs” with fam­ily ac­counts, just to make them­selves el­i­gi­ble for a cer­tain level of pay.

Didn’t make the min­i­mum ti­tle? Shoot, you must not be work­ing hard enough. In­stead, that team is go­ing to roll to your up­line. Han­nah’s team did just that. Iron­i­cally, Carly her­self was a “roll-up” from some­one I re­cruited years ago who even­tu­ally gave up. Many con­sul­tants will lever­age this by “buy­ing out” their down­lines. Af­ter all, if you of­fer a few thou­sand bucks for some­one to ter­mi­nate their busi­ness but gain a down­line of thou­sands per month, it’s worth it. I’m ashamed to ad­mit that I once of­fered to buy out Han­nah, since her down­line would help me with my ti­tle more than it would help her. But I ended up not need­ing to, as she fi­nally gave up her­self.

“Han­nah’s not with us any­more,” I re­spond flatly, as if I’m an­nounc­ing a death. And that’s how it feels. Even though it’s good news for Han­nah, I know she went into debt. She would have been bet­ter off never join­ing.

“Didn’t want to work hard enough, huh?” Carly shoots back.

I know that’s what we’ve been told to be­lieve, but I don’t buy it any­more. All of these women in this room work harder at Re­juvinat than I do. But with con­stant changes in the so­cial me­dia land­scape, sat­u­ra­tion in the field, the fact that I got to most of their net­works be­fore they did, and so many other fac­tors, the odds are stacked against them. I saw how hard Han­nah worked. She busted her ass for a re­ally long time, but she didn’t have the dis­pos­able in­come or the huge net­work, and to top it off, work­ing this “op­por­tu­nity” de­stroyed her friend­ships and self-es­teem. And I know it was my fault.

When she fi­nally sent in her ter­mi­na­tion form, I was re­lieved, and not be­cause her down­line rolled up, but be­cause she was fi­nally free. And self­ishly, I was free from the guilt of know­ing I put her there. I de­cide to ad­mit to these ladies what’s re­ally go­ing on.

“You know, she did work hard. You all do. And mean­while, I’m not, and I’m still mak­ing a ton of money.” I put down my slice and make a cringe face.

They all know I’ve been busy with the book and my cer­ti­fi­ca­tion pro­grams. They know that I re­fer them to Becky most of the time, that I am barely plugged in, don’t post much on so­cial me­dia, etc. But I’ve never fully ad­mit­ted to them how I’ve been feel­ing and why—and they de­serve to know.

“Ladies, I haven’t been happy with Re­juvinat for a long time. When I was do­ing my twelve steps, many of my amends were about things I’d done in this com­pany. And I keep try­ing to con­vince my­self that I can ig­nore the red flags, but it’s not align­ing for me any­more. I know you all have felt me pull back. But to­day was re­ally the last straw.”

I tell them about the call from cor­po­rate, and the com­plaints from con­sul­tants in the com­pany who once praised my “pretty” re­cov­ery story but sent the dogs af­ter my real one. I tell them about Kim­berly’s talk, and the pres­sure I’d been un­der to “re­tire” Kale, and the ridicu­lous amounts of money that we are ex­pected to spend at the top. I pull back the cur­tain on what it looks like, and I apol­o­gize for sell­ing them a dream that never ex­isted.

“Emily, I’ve had so much fun the past few years. Hon­estly, since you’ve toned down a bit—well, a lot,” Mandy laughs, “I’ve felt so much less pres­sure to hit any num­bers or achieve trips or what­ever. I think you’re do­ing it right.”

“And we’re all big girls,” June adds. “We made our own choices when we signed up. Maybe we didn’t know what we were get­ting into, but know­ing what I know now, I would still make the same choice. It’s been an awe­some ride, and a lit­tle bit of side money.”

The ladies all give their feed­back, and self­ishly, I feel bet­ter, like an­other weight has been lifted off me. I have made my amends, and I de­cide that I’m no longer go­ing to par­tic­i­pate in any of the pomp and cir­cum­stance: no more speak­ing at re­treats, no more Con­ven­tions, no more pos­tur­ing or re­cruit­ing or keep­ing a happy face for my team. I wouldn’t have met Ser­ena if it wasn’t for Re­juvinat. I wouldn’t have had these fun ex­pe­ri­ences in Hawaii and Lon­don and France and Spain and all over the world. I wouldn’t be pub­lish­ing a book and mov­ing into a new field of re­cov­ery ad­vo­cacy if it wasn’t for ev­ery­thing I’ve learned (good and bad) over the past few years. Yes, it came at a price some­times, but this week­end and the con­ver­sa­tions with these women are the clo­sure I need. I know that these friend­ships will re­main in­tact, no mat­ter what hap­pens. And it cer­tainly helps that my step­ping back doesn’t im­pact their bot­tom line, like it does Becky’s and those of the other women in my up­line.

“Awe­some. Well, I have sur­prises for all of you!” Now, I feel even more elated that the gag gifts will land the way I want them to. The only down­side is my friends may need to pay for ex­tra bag­gage on the way home.

I pass out bags full of all the swag I’ve ever earned. Even the bags are swag bags from Re­juvinat, all with dif­fer­ent re­ward trips or Con­ven­tions writ­ten on them. In­side the bags? Bracelets, neck­laces, prod­ucts, and per­sonal de­vel­op­ment books. Ev­ery­thing here, I’m regift­ing. I’ve lit­er­ally un­loaded my ware­house of MLM re­cruit­ing shit. Gig­gles fill the room as we dig through some of the ridicu­lous items. Who thought glit­tery slip­pers were a good idea? Then there are all the gaudy trin­kets that lit­er­ally no­body would ever wear, like charm neck­laces that would em­bar­rass a seven-year-old and T-shirts with the most heinous em­pow­er­ment slo­gans on them (“Re­juvinat 4 ever,” “Good things come to those who hus­tle,” “I have the POWER to EM­POWER,” and “Hus­tle un­til your haters ask if you’re hir­ing,” to name a few). There’s even a mas­quer­ade-ball mask with glit­ter, se­quins, and tiny lit­tle ichanged­mylife! hash­tags on it. I share sto­ries about when and where I got all these gifts. Some I have trou­ble re­mem­ber­ing, but Ser­ena is there to fill in the de­tails from my heavy drink­ing days. It’s a walk down mem­ory lane, a stroll through a tacky mu­seum, and a cathar­tic re­lease of ev­ery­thing I have been through in the last six years, since that first meet­ing with Becky.

I tell them, “You can keep this, use it, sell it, send it to your teams, or burn it. I don’t care. It is a gift to me to get rid of all of it. Thank you for let­ting me do this.”

It’s prob­a­bly one of the most fun evenings I’ve ever had dur­ing my time at Re­juvinat, and a spring­board to move on to the next chap­ter. I will go on to close my team Face­book page and tell my up­lines not to in­clude me in emails any­more, or put me on top-ten lists, or in­vite me to Zoom calls. I stop post­ing any­thing about Re­juvinat. I let ev­ery­one know where I stand. I am go­ing to reap the re­wards of what I built (ac­cord­ing to Becky), col­lect a check un­til it dries up, fill my monthly prod­uct pur­chase obli­ga­tion, and that’s it. I feel that the pain of this bur­den is fi­nally over, and I can move on.

How wrong I am.
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You Can Check Out, but You Can Never Leave [image: ]


I lost my job when the pan­demic hit, and I was in a re­ally low place. My “friend” who had been bug­ging me for years to join her team fi­nally wore me down. I was des­per­ate, and I didn’t know where to turn. I spent my stim­u­lus money on a stupid kit, and I would give any­thing to go back in time and re­verse that de­ci­sion. By the time I re­al­ized that I didn’t want to prey on other peo­ple who’d lost their jobs in the mid­dle of a pan­demic, it was too late to get my money back. And my “friend” and I are no longer friends.

—MELISSA, for­mer MLM rep



The first nine weeks of 2020 are great. My book sales are still com­ing in strong, and I’m mak­ing TV and pod­cast ap­pear­ances and writ­ing ar­ti­cles. My coach­ing busi­ness is go­ing well. I haven’t re­placed my MLM in­come by any means yet, but I am keep­ing up with at­tri­tion. My Re­juvinat pay­check has been de­clin­ing, but it’s still around $15,000 per month, and I am able to make up the dif­fer­ence by do­ing some­thing I feel good about while spend­ing less money. Plus, I can see how at some point, I’ll be able to walk away from Re­juvinat en­tirely. But for the mo­ment, I feel fine about leav­ing it on au­topi­lot.

And then, March 2020 comes. Need I say more?

In some ways, I’m glad that my con­science has got­ten too loud to con­tinue pub­licly sell­ing Re­juvinat, be­cause the des­per­a­tion that comes in the next few months is no joke. Sud­denly, the in­ter­net is flooded with mes­sages from MLM reps.

“See, this is why I’m build­ing my own dream!”

“Put that stim­u­lus check to good use!”

“Have time for a plan B now?”

“The world may be shut down, but net­work mar­ket­ing is not.”

Dur­ing the pan­demic, you didn’t see any other com­pany at­tempt­ing to profit from the cri­sis quite like the MLM world. And it’s not like other com­pa­nies weren’t mak­ing bank. Zoom stock went through the roof. Net­flix was a daily sta­ple. But do you re­call see­ing any ad­ver­tise­ments from Zoom or Net­flix brag­ging about how pop­u­lar they were, or about how their num­bers sky­rock­eted while peo­ple were in lock­down? Imag­ine if you saw a hand-san­i­tizer com­pany say­ing, “Yay, we hit record num­bers! You’re in the wrong busi­ness, you lazy fucks!” The pan­demic and the re­sult­ing death toll were tragic, not some­thing to be used as a re­cruit­ment strat­egy.

There was also an uptick in the num­ber of buy-now-pay-later ser­vices dur­ing the pan­demic. MLMs fre­quently used com­pa­nies such as Af­ter­pay, Af­firm, Klarna, and Fin­ger­hut. Now, credit is noth­ing new, but the dif­fer­ence with these ser­vices is that they are un­reg­u­lated, with no af­ford­abil­ity checks. If you need a buy-now-pay-later ser­vice to buy a $50 eye cream, chances are your money sit­u­a­tion is not great. They do not check your in­come or your credit, or your abil­ity to pay the debt back. It’s a way to tar­get peo­ple who can­not af­ford prod­ucts. In fact, over 34 per­cent of peo­ple who use these ser­vices are un­able to pay them back.

Ev­ery day, more and more MLM reps were flood­ing the in­ter­net with rhetoric tout­ing the ben­e­fits of a non­tra­di­tional job. In fact, most of the lan­guage was anti–tra­di­tional job. It ped­dled the idea that when you work for some­one else, you aren’t in con­trol. Af­ter all, you don’t pick your own hours or de­cide when you get a raise. And when the econ­omy tanks, peo­ple lose jobs. “But guess what? A side hus­tle will pro­tect you!” The lack of job se­cu­rity, the fear that your liveli­hood is up in the air, is a crit­i­cal fear tac­tic to push MLMs. In fact, they are not se­cure. They can (and do) shut down and change their struc­ture, and there are no pro­tec­tions like un­em­ploy­ment, Fam­ily and Med­i­cal Leave (FMLA), sev­er­ance, or Pay­check Pro­tec­tion (which I will talk about in more de­tail later).

Be­yond try­ing to re­cruit, MLM reps now had a new sales pitch: “We can cure/help COVID.” The faux well­ness ex­perts were out in full force, ready to ex­ploit a pan­demic.

“Ev­ery­one is out here buy­ing toi­let pa­per and pa­per tow­els, and here I am or­der­ing my im­mu­nity booster! Send me a PM!”

“Our es­sen­tial oils at­tack on sev­eral fronts: lemon­grass in your dif­fuser, tea tree and oregano in­ter­nally! Don’t be afraid of COVID!”

Don’t worry about the fact that you are never, ever, ever sup­posed to use oils in­ter­nally. The mis­in­for­ma­tion ma­chine was in full ef­fect.

“Facts: Es­sen­tial oils pre­vent and kill bac­te­ria. We can make the dif­fer­ence—pre­ven­tion is al­ways bet­ter than a cure!” Hey, ge­nius, COVID is a virus, not a bac­terium. And facts ac­tu­ally have data be­hind them. Where’s your source and study? Reps were post­ing data that you shouldn’t be post­ing un­less you’re an im­mu­nol­o­gist, but we’ve al­ready cov­ered the ethics is­sues among MLM reps.

My fa­vorite is a video from an MLM rep stat­ing, “I be­lieve I don’t ex­ist in the same realm as COVID. I don’t en­er­get­i­cally hold space for it. Our be­liefs cre­ate our re­al­ity. No mat­ter what, I’ve al­ways cho­sen to be op­ti­mistic and pos­i­tive. My en­ergy is too pos­i­tive. Join my team to feel the same way.”

Oh, honey, please talk to some­one with a mi­cro­bi­ol­ogy de­gree. Sci­en­tif­i­cally base­less or not, none of these screeds were meant to help peo­ple or kill a virus; they were meant to make a buck.

The FTC took note of all this mis­in­for­ma­tion and sent let­ters to six­teen com­pa­nies (dōTERRA, Pru­vit, To­tal Life Changes, Tra­nont, Modere, Ar­bonne, IDLife, It Works, Ro­dan + Fields, Zurvita, Is­agenix, Juice Plus, Melaleuca, Youngevity, Vivri, and Plexus) whose reps were claim­ing they could cure or pre­vent COVID or of­fer an op­tion to make money from the con­fines of your quar­an­tine. The FTC was right­fully con­cerned that peo­ple might de­lay or fail to use ac­cu­rate treat­ment, con­sid­er­ing the wave of COVID mis­in­for­ma­tion that surged over the next two years (and con­tin­ues to). Now, I don’t knock anec­dotes or “nat­u­ral” reme­dies, but I’m also a trained chemist and have sig­nif­i­cant ex­pe­ri­ence in re­search, study­ing sources, and vet­ting where data comes from. I’m not against al­ter­na­tive or ad­junct ther­a­pies by any means. I know the lim­i­ta­tions of vi­ta­min C and zinc when I have a cold, but I still give them a shot, while con­tin­u­ing to rely on proven sci­en­tific facts and mod­ern medicine.

Say­ing some­thing like “This may boost your im­mune sys­tem” is vague enough so that it could be help­ful with no real harm done, but say­ing this prod­uct will pre­vent COVID and fill­ing your post with ex­ag­ger­ated anec­do­tal in­for­ma­tion is some­thing en­tirely dif­fer­ent. MLMs also have very lim­ited li­a­bil­ity around reps mak­ing claims, be­cause reps aren’t of­fi­cial com­pany spokes­peo­ple! They are in­de­pen­dent con­trac­tors, so if they say some­thing that isn’t the of­fi­cial com­pany line, the com­pany can say, “Aw, shucks, sorry, we didn’t tell them to say that!” Then, they can ei­ther give the rep a slap on the wrist or ter­mi­nate them. The com­pany doesn’t have to take on the li­a­bil­ity them­selves.

Un­for­tu­nately, the FTC let­ters had very lit­tle im­pact, ac­cord­ing to Truth in Ad­ver­tis­ing. TINA is a non­profit or­ga­ni­za­tion that uses in­ves­tiga­tive jour­nal­ism, ed­u­ca­tion, and ad­vo­cacy to em­power con­sumers to pro­tect them­selves against false ad­ver­tis­ing and de­cep­tive mar­ket­ing. They con­ducted a fol­low-up in­ves­ti­ga­tion af­ter the FTC let­ters were sent and found that reps from all six­teen com­pa­nies con­tin­ued to make un­sub­stan­ti­ated health or earn­ings claims.

Ac­cord­ing to Bon­nie Pat­ten, TINA’s ex­ec­u­tive di­rec­tor, the FTC sim­ply doesn’t do enough and isn’t ef­fec­tive in its en­force­ment. She states, “TINA is urg­ing the FTC to stop play­ing a game of whack-a-mole and in­stead im­ple­ment an en­force­ment pro­gram that will fi­nally de­ter the sys­temic harm caused by the con­stant and con­tin­ual use of de­cep­tive mar­ket­ing within the in­dus­try. The FTC needs to put the MLM in­dus­try on no­tice that it’s time for us­ing de­cep­tive mar­ket­ing with­out fac­ing sub­stan­tial penal­ties is up.”

This pseu­do­science runs thick in the so-called “clean” move­ment: clean beauty, clean liv­ing, clean eat­ing, and the green­wash­ing of sci­ence that’s thick with fear­mon­ger­ing and pseu­do­sci­en­tific claims that have zero sci­ence be­hind them. Not a week would go by with­out my see­ing MLM reps share facts from the En­vi­ron­men­tal Work­ing Group (EWG), like the “Dirty Dozen.” These are twelve con­ven­tional prod­uct items that sup­pos­edly have the high­est rates of can­cer-caus­ing chem­i­cals in them.

If you’re not fa­mil­iar with the EWG, it’s an ac­tivist group funded by or­ganic farms. Not ex­actly an un­bi­ased source, since it’s funded by the pro­duc­ers of the prod­ucts it’s pro­mot­ing. The EWG has faced a ton of crit­i­cism for its ex­ag­ger­a­tions of tox­i­co­log­i­cal risk and lack of sci­en­tific method. It uses buzz­words like can­cer-caus­ing chem­i­cals in an ef­fort to get peo­ple to pur­chase—sur­prise, sur­prise—or­ganic prod­ucts. As a chemist, the de­mo­niza­tion of “chem­i­cals” has al­ways been laugh­able to me, since lit­er­ally ev­ery­thing is a chem­i­cal. Wa­ter (a chem­i­cal!), which is nec­es­sary for life, can kill you in mul­ti­ple ways, just to use one ex­am­ple. Hu­man blood con­tains over four thou­sand chem­i­cals, many that you can­not pro­nounce, all that you can­not live with­out, but most could kill you in large doses. Be­cause as any ac­tual sci­en­tist knows, it’s the dose that makes the poi­son.

Ev­ery year, sci­en­tists from the USDA, as part of the Pes­ti­cide Data Pro­gram, sam­ple, test, and re­port on pes­ti­cide residue on a wide va­ri­ety of foods. The data shows year af­ter year that 99 per­cent of sam­ples have residues well be­low the EPA lim­its. Still, the EWG ma­nip­u­lates this data to make their Dirty Dozen list. They count the num­ber of pes­ti­cide residues, with­out re­gard for what the chem­i­cal is or in what con­cen­tra­tion it oc­curs. The EWG even states on its web­site, “This guide does not in­cor­po­rate risk as­sess­ment into the cal­cu­la­tions. All pes­ti­cides are weighted equally.” In ac­tu­al­ity, none of the twelve dirty fruits or veg­gies ac­tu­ally con­tain any sig­nif­i­cant level of pes­ti­cides. It’s all mar­ket­ing. What’s even more in­ter­est­ing, which, of course, they do not men­tion, is that the or­ganic ver­sions of these same twelve foods also have pes­ti­cides but are not mon­i­tored for safety or residue lev­els!

Their goal isn’t to ed­u­cate you; their goal is to in­still fear and make money. And it doesn’t stop at the EWG or any other peo­ple mak­ing “clean beauty” claims. You’ll see false claims all over the MLM mar­ket­place. Sorry, not sorry: Sham­poo can’t re­grow your hair. Wa­ter ad­di­tives don’t pen­e­trate your skin be­cause you aren’t a freak­ing sponge. Eye cream can’t change your molec­u­lar struc­ture. Your liver and kid­neys detox your body, mean­ing you don’t need those teas or shakes that make you shit your pants. Es­sen­tial oils can’t cure dis­ease. And for the love of God, al­ka­line wa­ter doesn’t change the pH of your body, and if it did, you would drop dead im­me­di­ately.

Be­yond false claims, even as the pan­demic marched on, MLM reps posted pho­tos next to stacks of their prod­ucts, de­spite com­pany poli­cies against in­ven­tory load­ing and de­spite boss­babes par­rot­ing that “there are no min­i­mums” to shill their ben­e­fits, blast­ing the FOMO far and wide. This was noth­ing new, but it was a markedly gross dis­play of priv­i­lege that peo­ple were so ob­sessed with wealth and their com­pany that they needed to demon­strate how much prod­uct they pur­chased as a pan­demic raged on and peo­ple were out of work—or worse, dy­ing.

That kind of greed and des­per­a­tion is hard to ac­cept. At this point, the fact that MLMs were not, in fact, com­mu­ni­ties, but rather, prod­uct-based cults prey­ing on hu­man des­per­a­tion had be­come as clear as day to me.

The FTC knows that re­ces­sions and other dis­as­ters, like a pan­demic, have a “pos­i­tive” im­pact on MLM rev­enue. MLM reps use these times to boldly push and tar­get the most vul­ner­a­ble peo­ple they can find—and this time around, it only es­ca­lated. The claims were wilder and more wide­spread, es­pe­cially the fi­nan­cial claims. I re­mem­ber an up­line telling me that when the real es­tate mar­ket crashed in 2008, it was the best time for her busi­ness in Re­juvinat, be­cause MLMs thrive in eco­nomic down­turns.

Ac­cord­ing to a DSA re­port (which we should prob­a­bly take with a grain of salt in gen­eral, since the DSA is the lob­by­ing group for MLMs), the num­ber of MLM reps went from 15.1 mil­lion in 2008 to 18.2 mil­lion in 2014 (which is, iron­i­cally, when I joined). Re­juvinat be­came a bil­lion-dol­lar com­pany dur­ing that re­ces­sion. It says a lot about who you are and what you are do­ing if your “busi­ness op­por­tu­nity” is do­ing its best when peo­ple are at their worst, giv­ing those who are strug­gling a seem­ingly sea­wor­thy life raft as they are be­ing told to sink or swim.

So, make no mis­take, MLMs were ex­cited about the pan­demic.

There was also an in­crease in peo­ple us­ing the pan­demic to so­licit “do­na­tions.” Again, this was noth­ing new. As I men­tioned pre­vi­ously, Re­juvinat con­sis­tently did pro­mo­tions like “Buy this kit and we’ll send sun­screen to the troops!” and “Pur­chase this sup­ple­ment and we’ll send do­na­tions to hur­ri­cane dis­as­ter re­lief!”

It was no dif­fer­ent from my “char­i­ta­ble” cer­vi­cal-can­cer event, which earned money for char­ity only while I was si­mul­ta­ne­ously lin­ing my own pock­ets.

The DSA has stated that di­rect-sell­ing com­pa­nies and their sales­peo­ple are of­ten in­volved in char­i­ta­ble ac­tiv­i­ties that sup­port their com­mu­ni­ties: “Di­rect sell­ers will be an im­por­tant part of re­cov­er­ing from this [pan­demic] cri­sis, and DSA is con­fi­dent that our mem­ber com­pa­nies and their sales­peo­ple will make char­i­ta­ble con­tri­bu­tions with the same level of re­spon­si­bil­ity, con­cern, sen­si­tiv­ity, and ethics with which they should al­ways con­duct their busi­ness.”

How sweet. But re­ally? Be­cause reps have to con­tinue to main­tain pur­chase vol­umes, and this “loop­hole” only al­lows peo­ple to pig­gy­back on a tragedy to in­crease their bot­tom line. Robert L. Fitz­Patrick, pres­i­dent of Pyra­mid Scheme Alert, agrees:


They’ve been do­ing this be­fore, but the pan­demic pro­vides a nice ra­tio­nale for this ar­range­ment. MLMs are in deep trou­ble now in their own pe­cu­liar way from the pan­demic. They can’t hold meet­ings which are highly or­ches­trated for emo­tional re­sponse and for dom­i­nat­ing and in­flu­enc­ing the re­cruits with vi­sions of money, etc. So, they are now claim­ing MLM is the per­fect busi­ness for the pan­demic—work from home and work on­line…. It is a myth, a come-on.



Dur­ing this time, I’m just happy I’m not par­tic­i­pat­ing any­more, at least not in the same way I did in the past—but ev­ery time I scroll Face­book, I cringe. Here I am, home with my en­tire fam­ily, try­ing to build a new coach­ing busi­ness that re­quires me to work one-on-one on a com­puter, while shar­ing an of­fice with a loud talker who’s in meet­ings all day (love ya, Kale), all while split­ting an in­ter­net con­nec­tion with six other peo­ple, five of whom I now have to also teach. With my di­min­ished hours at Re­juvinat and the kids get­ting older, we de­cided to say good­bye to our au pair, so we are back on our own for child­care again. I am stressed, wor­ried about how I can make it work, and of course, wor­ried about the virus, which is still so un­known. And yet, I am so glad I no longer have to hus­tle with the MLM. I know that no mat­ter what hap­pens, I will make it work.

And, in ret­ro­spect, I un­der­stand the priv­i­lege I have to be able to say that.

Like many peo­ple who started or­ga­niz­ing their homes dur­ing the pan­demic, I spend time purg­ing my in­ven­tory of boss­babe para­pher­na­lia. I sell my Louis Vuit­ton lug­gage, Con­ven­tion gowns, and di­a­mond jew­elry on Posh­mark. I do­nate many other items and throw away the old desk­top awards and plaques that I used to dis­play so proudly. They are mean­ing­less to me now. I go through my so­cial me­dia and delete old braggy posts and spammy sales graph­ics.

Be­yond the cringe, it’s an in­ter­est­ing di­chotomy when I scroll Face­book, be­cause I no­tice a huge di­vide in the MLM com­mu­nity. There are those shout­ing to sup­port your small busi­nesses (again, MLM reps are not small busi­nesses, but they try to in­clude them­selves at ev­ery turn). “Sup­port your gro­cery stores, restau­rants, small busi­nesses—stim­u­late the econ­omy! That is our duty!” But then there is an­other de­mo­graphic of peo­ple who are pissed at the FTC for “sham­ing them” for work­ing right now, com­pletely miss­ing the point. It isn’t a prob­lem that they want to sell some shit. The prob­lem is the at­tempt to max­i­mize their own profit at the ex­pense of oth­ers. Your “be­ing able to work from home” is get­ting peo­ple to buy shit from you that they do not need. This is not gro­ceries and restau­rants. It’s es­sen­tial oils (I hate that the word es­sen­tial is tied to that) and over­priced skin­care and sup­ple­ments.

And yet, I com­pletely un­der­stand it. At one point, I felt like a sav­ior, too: “I want this for you, not me!”

Bull­shit. That’s what I was brain­washed to be­lieve. Women are given very few op­tions, and for the most part, they bear the brunt of the men­tal and phys­i­cal bur­dens of child­care and house­hold du­ties. More power to mod­ern cou­ples who have it all fig­ured out and di­vided up equally, but that’s not true for the ma­jor­ity, and it cer­tainly wasn’t for my fam­ily. MLMs’ largest de­mo­graphic is moms, so it’s no won­der that more moms were tar­geted dur­ing the pan­demic.

Ac­cord­ing to US Cen­sus Bu­reau data, women in the work­force were hit much harder than men dur­ing the pan­demic. The rea­sons listed were the higher like­li­hood they worked in ser­vice jobs that were heav­ily im­pacted by clo­sures, and the fact that moth­ers car­ried a heav­ier bur­den of un­paid do­mes­tic chores or child­care, which, dur­ing a pan­demic that keeps ev­ery­one home, in­ter­rupts the abil­ity to work. This is not new for moms, who have to take off work for sum­mer months, school breaks, or chil­dren’s ill­nesses. This is sim­ply a symp­tom of gen­der in­equal­ity in the work­place, and the pan­demic made it more pro­nounced.

Even a year af­ter the first wave of the pan­demic, an ad­di­tional 210,000 moth­ers were on paid or un­paid leave com­pared to the pre­vi­ous year. Un­em­ploy­ment spikes con­tin­ued in­creas­ing dur­ing each shut­down. With con­tin­ued school shut­downs and wide­spread re­mote learn­ing, more than 700,000 Amer­i­can moms sim­ply gave up and left the work­force if they had a part­ner who could han­dle the fi­nan­cial bur­den. Of course, this wasn’t pos­si­ble for sin­gle moms, who had to con­tinue to work, and if re­mote work wasn’t avail­able, had to leave chil­dren at home. Over­all, moth­ers across all racial and eth­nic groups faced chal­lenges in the la­bor mar­ket, but Black and Brown sin­gle moth­ers were hit hard­est.

Even as the pan­demic be­gan to slow down, moth­ers who left jobs will­ingly or whose po­si­tions were ter­mi­nated had a dif­fi­cult time re­turn­ing to the work­force. The neg­a­tive im­pact on their earn­ings will only con­tinue to ex­ac­er­bate gen­der in­equal­i­ties in the work­force. Is it any won­der “work from any­where” preys on des­per­a­tion and empty wal­lets? Who doesn’t want to hold on to the hope that they may be the 1 per­cent in a 99 per­cent fail­ure-rate in­dus­try?

At this time, I am thank­ful that I’ve ad­mit­ted to my down­line that I am step­ping away from Re­juvinat, so they don’t feel any bull­shit pres­sure from me to per­form. I also sug­gest that they find other op­por­tu­ni­ties, and some of them do. June starts tak­ing vir­tual classes, and An­nie be­gins on­line tu­tor­ing for the school dis­trict. Some ac­tu­ally end up join­ing other MLMs along­side Re­juvinat. While you couldn’t get me to join an­other MLM to save my life, I can un­der­stand why they would want to stick with what they know, and I hap­pily en­cour­age it at the time. Madi­son takes the bull by the horns and be­gins sell­ing leg­gings along­side Re­juvinat, since her hair busi­ness has slowed to a stand­still be­cause of shel­ter-in-place or­ders. Leg­gings, sweats, and comfy clothes are be­com­ing a grow­ing in­dus­try, thanks to peo­ple work­ing from home. I can’t blame her at all. When you’re prepped and trained to see ev­ery­one as a walk­ing fi­nan­cial op­por­tu­nity, why wouldn’t you be look­ing at other ways to make money? Hon­estly, it seems like a good choice for her. When she calls me to get my ad­vice, I wel­come the con­ver­sa­tion. Her texts and phone calls to me have slowed down a ton over the past year, since I ba­si­cally told ev­ery­one not to con­tact me about Re­juvinat, so it’s ac­tu­ally re­fresh­ing to hear her voice.

Mandy be­gins sell­ing for a pet-food MLM—again, a grow­ing in­dus­try, since so many peo­ple dur­ing the pan­demic are adopt­ing dogs! I am also happy to en­cour­age both of them, even though a few years ear­lier, I might have staunchly for­bid­den it.

I ac­tu­ally had a rule at one point on my team Face­book page that if you were in­volved in more than one MLM, you could not be on my team page. The rea­son­ing was that I wanted to pro­tect all the women on the team from be­ing sold to by some­one else. The re­al­ity? If they were sell­ing for more than one busi­ness, they weren’t “all in.” They weren’t fully de­voted to Re­juvinat. It was a way to com­part­men­tal­ize in­for­ma­tion, be­cause as their “leader,” I knew best. I can’t be­lieve I ever op­er­ated that way, and yet, I did. I might not have been Kim­berly, and I might have felt guilty along the way, but the re­al­ity was, I still did it. I learned go­ing through AA that “the best apol­ogy is changed be­hav­ior.” I’d changed the way I treated peo­ple, but by re­main­ing in Re­juvinat, how much had I re­ally changed?

Leav­ing MLMs for other MLMs isn’t some­thing that was spurred solely by the pan­demic. How­ever, I know sev­eral women who were fed up with Re­juvinat, so they jumped ship to a new MLM and now post ad nau­seum about how their new com­pany is so much bet­ter, how the women are “just like fam­ily.” In re­al­ity, I can see it’s the same shit.

There are MLMs that will even pay lead­ers to leave their com­pa­nies and join theirs. I know this first­hand. At one point, I was per­son­ally of­fered more than $100,000 by an MLM to leave Re­juvinat and bring my team with me. For­get the fi­nan­cial ex­ploita­tion—I was sim­ply too dis­en­chanted by then. Also, I knew there was no way I could have con­vinced my en­tire team, and the money still wasn’t as much as what I took home that year from Re­juvinat. No sur­prise, of course, that they asked me to sign an NDA, which I re­fused. This hap­pens quite of­ten in MLMs, but de­spite all the NDAs, the se­crets are out. Be­cause MLM reps can­not keep their mouths shut when it comes to money. They will post about their new “ground floor” op­por­tu­nity as if it’s any dif­fer­ent from what they just left. The new com­pany gets an in­stant boost by “pur­chas­ing” an en­tire “leg” from an­other MLM, so they don’t have to wait for some­one to build a new team. Robert L. Fitz­Patrick talks about this in his re­port Piracy Fu­els the Il­lu­sion of MLM Start-Up Growth:


There’s an ex­plo­sion of “growth” by startup MLMs that is the re­sult of “down­line piracy,” the prac­tice of pay­ing large bonuses to lure away “top gun” re­cruiters who bring large down­lines from one MLM to an­other, cre­at­ing the il­lu­sion of “growth.” This il­lu­sion is then spread on­line as the “next big thing,” caus­ing many oth­ers to leave their MLMs and flock to what they hope and be­lieve is a bet­ter one. This process is re­peated con­tin­u­ously, as the new schemes are just like the old ones. The de­cline of the larger and older MLMs spawns more and more MLM star­tups and in­creases the level of “piracy,” has­ten­ing and in­creas­ing the im­pact of sat­u­ra­tion on the larger MLMs. Newer MLMs rise and fall even more quickly.



So, de­spite my be­hav­ior to the con­trary years ear­lier, I wish Mandy and Madi­son well, but I cau­tion them not to be overly op­ti­mistic. The pan­demic has to end at some point. Doesn’t it?



“MOM, MY IN­TER­NET DROPPED AGAIN!” my youngest shouts, as I re­al­ize that my mid­dle-schooler missed one of her Zoom classes.

“Be right there!” Ugh.

As the months march on, I pivot my re­cov­ery coach­ing. I have five kids at home, and I can’t do as many one-on-one vir­tual ses­sions any­more. In­stead, I be­gin host­ing free so­bri­ety meet­ings on­line, see­ing a huge need in the com­mu­nity and a rise in al­co­hol ad­dic­tion rates among moms. I con­tinue writ­ing ar­ti­cles and do­ing re­cov­ery coach­ing in the hours I can squeeze in be­tween man­ag­ing all the kids’ on­line sched­ules. We are still mak­ing it work fi­nan­cially, and we still have fun do­ing puz­zles and en­joy­ing each other’s com­pany, and frankly, en­joy­ing a re­prieve from the busy sched­ules. We don’t know at this time that it will be months and months be­fore my kids will re­turn to school; we sim­ply make it through as best we can.

In some ways, hav­ing five kids (and one who is driv­ing, hal­lelu­jah!) is amaz­ing. The kids are never lonely or bored. My youngest is in sec­ond grade and al­ways has a sib­ling to watch him if I have to be on a call. This is ex­tremely help­ful when my hus­band has to move his home base to Cal­i­for­nia (thanks, COVID), which means he can only fly home ev­ery two or three weeks for one week­end to be with us. So, yet again, it’s me, Su­per­mom, hold­ing down ev­ery­thing at home.

To­day, I can rec­og­nize the im­mense priv­i­lege I have to be able to do that. But at the time, it only ex­ac­er­bates my am­biva­lence around want­ing to leave Re­juvinat. I’m still re­ceiv­ing checks at this point, even if they are get­ting smaller, but I’m still part of the sys­tem… and yet, how can I throw off the fi­nan­cial bal­ance right now?

I con­tinue work­ing on my new com­pany, Sober Mom Squad, which is be­com­ing a suc­cess. I still haven’t re­placed my in­come by any means. In fact, at this point, more money is go­ing out than in, but I am thrilled that I have the op­por­tu­nity. I am al­most com­pletely out the door, with Re­juvinat in my rearview mir­ror, col­lect­ing a check and do­ing noth­ing else. And ev­ery time Sober Mom Squad is fea­tured in the me­dia, my up­lines, who were seem­ingly un­der­stand­ing at the be­gin­ning, pester me about when I am go­ing to quit or start work­ing again. Becky re­minds me of this on a phone call one af­ter­noon.

“Have you had any more thoughts about let­ting me buy your busi­ness?” she asks.

Buy­ing out my place in the pyra­mid (just like I’d of­fered to buy out Han­nah at one point) means that my en­tire down­line would roll up to her, and she would fi­nally be at the tip­pity-top like I am. She’d get all the ac­co­lades, trips, and perks. Her pay­check would also go up a bit, so it’s fi­nan­cially worth it to her. She isn’t of­fer­ing a ton of money, but it’s enough to make me bite. I know that my pay­check keeps go­ing down, and it’s go­ing to fiz­zle out even­tu­ally. But is it smart to walk away right now?

“I’ll think about it. I don’t know. I just feel stuck, Becky. I feel like it would be stupid to walk away from a check, but I also don’t feel like I want to take your money dur­ing a pan­demic when things aren’t go­ing so well. And yet, I want to be done with this so badly. So. Badly.”

I feel that’s all I need to say. I want to be done. How much am I hold­ing my­self back while con­tin­u­ing to be tied to this black cloud?

Fi­nally, I con­cede. “Sure, just let me know what I need to do.”

“I’ll send over the pa­per­work—it’ll be easy. Don’t feel bad—it’s worth it to me! I know how much you want to be done with this,” she says, as if she’s do­ing this fa­vor to re­lieve me of my guilt and not to im­prove her own sit­u­a­tion. But I don’t even care any­more.

She con­tin­ues, “I’ll send over the of­fer, as well as an NDA.”

Shit.

She wants me to sign an NDA that she cre­ated agree­ing I would not speak neg­a­tively about the com­pany or dis­close the terms of her “pur­chase.” But there is no way I am go­ing to sign an NDA. If there’s one thing I’ve learned since get­ting sober, it’s that if you see some­thing, say some­thing. I know I don’t want to be muted if some­one asks me why I left. I know it would only con­tinue this cy­cle of peo­ple leav­ing and not speak­ing out, and I don’t want my si­lence to be the rea­son more peo­ple get roped into an MLM. Ab­so­lutely no way.

I de­cide at that point I will have to ter­mi­nate my con­sul­tant agree­ment my­self, or the com­pany will do it. And it won’t be much longer. I am be­ing turned in to Com­pli­ance left and right for keep­ing an “out­side busi­ness.” And Kim­berly has made it her per­sonal goal to get me out at any ex­pense. Un­like Becky, she’s an­gry that I’m mak­ing money with­out do­ing any work. Be­cause I am not an ac­tive con­sul­tant, and I’m not fol­low­ing any of the “rules,” I’m sup­posed to be left off leader­boards and prizes as pun­ish­ment. The com­pany does this as a way to keep you loyal: Break a com­pli­ance rule, sell for an­other MLM, or oth­er­wise break the sys­tem of op­er­a­tion, no leader­board for you! And that’s fine by me. I don’t want to be tagged or men­tioned in any­thing Re­juvinat. Frankly, it em­bar­rasses me.

How­ever, Al­li­son de­cides to start tag­ging me in ev­ery­thing. She is es­sen­tially re­verse so­cial me­dia sham­ing me. Funny how they bend the rules to serve their needs. And yes, my num­bers are still high be­cause my team is so big, though I am do­ing noth­ing. I think part of me sub­con­sciously stays out of spite.

Madi­son is un­der fire, too. The only thing keep­ing me from get­ting ter­mi­nated is that my new busi­ness is not a com­pet­ing MLM, while Madi­son’s is. But who can blame any­one for look­ing for other fi­nan­cial op­tions dur­ing the pan­demic? I cer­tainly don’t. Still, Re­juvinat doesn’t like it, and nei­ther do any of the other con­sul­tants. And on a ran­dom Tues­day, I re­ceive a phone call from Madi­son. I am sur­prised to see her num­ber pop up, but I know im­me­di­ately what has hap­pened.

“Emily, they ter­mi­nated me. Sent me an email. I can­not be­lieve this,” she cries through the phone, stunned.

For nearly three years I have watched her rise quickly at Re­juvinat. Frankly, we never saw eye to eye. Rarely could we ever get through a con­ver­sa­tion with­out be­ing an­noyed with each other. But I am filled with noth­ing but em­pa­thy at this mo­ment.

“Madi­son, I’m so sorry. What are they bas­ing it on? The fact that you’re sell­ing for an­other MLM? That isn’t against the rules!” Which is true. There is red tape around where you can share two dif­fer­ent busi­nesses and checks and bal­ances to make sure you aren’t tak­ing your team with you to the other com­pany. You’re left off recog­ni­tion and leader­boards, but there is no shame in earn­ing a check from an­other com­pany, and it’s not against poli­cies and pro­ce­dures.

“It was Jenna. And Si­enna. And about five other Re­juvinat con­sul­tants. They sent in screen­shots of me speak­ing neg­a­tively about the com­pany, and they ter­mi­nated me. So much for sis­ter­hood.”

Ac­cord­ing to Madi­son, she had pri­vate con­ver­sa­tions via text with other con­sul­tants who were cu­ri­ous about what she was do­ing with her ath­leisure busi­ness. They trapped her into say­ing things that were neg­a­tive but true—that she felt like they were lim­it­ing her op­tions, act­ing like a cult, and putting their nose where it didn’t be­long. These were per­sonal feel­ings she had an ab­so­lute right to ex­press with peo­ple whom she con­sid­ered friends.

The truth? She got ter­mi­nated be­cause she’s al­ways had a tar­get on her back. She is young and gor­geous and es­ca­lated quickly, and the con­sul­tants are jeal­ous and think she has it too easy. They were look­ing for any way to take her down, and they found one—by re­port­ing her “de­viant” be­hav­ior to their su­pe­ri­ors.

I am con­tin­u­ing to see how the busi­ness aims to trap and con­trol you. Some­times, all it takes is the first domino to fall. And I know I will be the next one they will take out. I re­sign my­self to the fact that one of these days, I will be re­ceiv­ing the call be­cause now, the tar­get is on my back. And I can’t help but think what a re­lief it would be. Like all of those years I was wait­ing to hit rock bot­tom, the con­se­quences get­ting worse and worse. What dis­as­ter am I wait­ing for? In many ways, it’s eas­ier to do noth­ing than to do what I know is the right thing.
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Es­cap­ing the Pyra­mid [image: ]


I was hor­ri­fied by the fact that my en­tire up­line had started post­ing QAnon garbage on In­sta­gram. I started to dis­tance my­self and joined a dif­fer­ent (non-MLM) busi­ness that I shared on so­cial me­dia. I was turned in to Com­pli­ance and ter­mi­nated be­cause I vi­o­lated a rule (of which I still don’t un­der­stand) yet sev­eral of my up­line lead­ers were at the Jan­u­ary 6, 2021, in­sur­rec­tion on the Capi­tol, and they are still around. Ap­par­ently, you can break the rules if you are a mil­lion-dol­lar earner.

—TELISA, for­mer MLM rep



I had naively be­lieved the sum­mer and fall would calm down. But then, late May 2020 brings with it the ex­tra­ju­di­cial po­lice killing of George Floyd, and in the fall, a height­ened po­lit­i­cal cam­paign for the up­com­ing pres­i­den­tial elec­tion. And then, there are the QAnon con­spir­acy the­o­ries, as the world be­comes po­lit­i­cally di­vided around ex­treme al­ter­na­tive be­liefs about the virus. I see a mi­cro­cosm of this wide­spread di­vi­sion and panic among the MLM reps I know. I wit­ness so many of the for­mer top lead­ers, women I’d rubbed el­bows with and sat in train­ings with and trav­eled to Eu­rope with, turn into peo­ple I can’t even rec­og­nize. One woman com­pares wear­ing masks to the Holo­caust. Many con­tinue to host in-per­son events and host beach re­treats with no re­gard to what’s go­ing on with the pan­demic. One goes on­line to “warn” her fol­low­ers that Biden is the leader of An­tifa.

Re­juvinat looks the other way.

Be­fore I launch into the fi­nal months and death of my MLM ca­reer, I want to start by say­ing that I have al­ways con­sid­ered my­self po­lit­i­cally mod­er­ate—though not po­lit­i­cally neu­tral. I be­lieve in equal rights, but I also be­lieve in cer­tain per­sonal free­doms, and I think the gov­ern­ment spends way too much fuck­ing money. I hate the two-party sys­tem. I’ve voted for a Clin­ton and a Bush. I’m hor­ri­fied by the over­turn of Roe v. Wade. My be­liefs have evolved over the years, and though I’d say I lean fur­ther to the left, I’ve never fully claimed a side. I be­lieve in nu­ance, and maybe I’m just stub­born enough to refuse to be told what I should or shouldn’t be­lieve. How­ever, I strongly ad­vo­cate peo­ple’s rights to be who they want to be, marry who they want to marry, love who they want to love. I be­lieve that what’s be­tween your legs or what shade your skin is shouldn’t dic­tate the hu­man rights you de­serve. I care more that kids can safely go to school than if some­one can legally smoke pot. I care more that peo­ple can ac­cess health care than I do about… lots of other things. I was born and raised in a very red state and have spent my adult life in very blue ones. I’m not a po­lit­i­cal com­men­ta­tor or ex­pert by any stretch of the imag­i­na­tion, and in fact, I try to avoid po­lit­i­cal blovi­at­ing. But what I started see­ing was women in my MLM co-opt­ing the be­liefs of their up­line with no crit­i­cal think­ing of their own. Sud­denly, they started par­rot­ing cer­tain po­lit­i­cal and sci­en­tific be­liefs, only be­cause their MLM lead­ers spouted those things. Again, hav­ing dif­fer­ent be­liefs is your right, but if your rea­son­ing is to sim­ply cut and paste the thoughts and feel­ings of your up­line, are they re­ally your be­liefs?

Also, there is a dif­fer­ence be­tween po­lit­i­cal be­liefs and ha­tred. The year 2020 ended up teach­ing me (and many of us) so many things that I didn’t know. I don’t care about any­one’s pol­i­tics, but I do care about your big­oted, racist rhetoric, and your cherry-pick­ing of sci­ence. Es­pe­cially from peo­ple who post about the so-called sci­ence of their prod­ucts. Or women who use cul­tur­ally ap­pro­pri­ated mu­sic and voices in their Tik­Tok and throw around terms like tribe and sis, yet “just can’t be­lieve racism ex­ists.” Women who will post a pic­ture of their lit­tle one and cap­tion it, “I will teach my child to love yours,” while si­mul­ta­ne­ously sup­port­ing racist lead­ers who spew anti-vax and QAnon rhetoric. Women who re­peat scripts from their up­line but spout about per­sonal free­dom.

These are the peo­ple I used to claim as part of my MLM sis­ter­hood—and my jaw is left on the floor. And yet, these are women who, just a cou­ple years ago, I hap­pily posted pic­tures with from an in­ter­na­tional trip, boast­ing about “sis­ter­hood” and “friends for life.” I fit right in with them, with my hair ex­ten­sions and de­signer clothes and stud­ded heels. The truth is, they were al­ways this way, but they looked enough like me for me to be­lieve they weren’t. My own priv­i­lege has al­lowed me to be shocked by their cur­rent be­hav­ior, but per­haps I have been en­abling and en­cour­ag­ing it all along.



I’M IN MY KITCHEN with my kids putting away our gro­cery de­liv­ery or­der, miffed that the hand san­i­tizer is still sold out, when I get a text from Ser­ena: “Email, now!” I open my com­puter to see an email that has landed in my junk from Re­juvinat. De­spite go­ing on au­topi­lot and try­ing to un­sub­scribe, there is no way to turn off these god­damn emails. The first im­age is of a woman wear­ing the new­est prod­uct—a black “detox” skin­care mask made from char­coal. In the same month that George Floyd was mur­dered. There is no ques­tion that this was planned months be­fore, and ob­vi­ously, the com­pany didn’t know what was go­ing to hap­pen in the world with hu­man rights and Black Lives Mat­ter. But the op­tics are un­be­liev­ably bad, and it’s a mon­u­men­tal fail to con­tinue with this prod­uct launch in such a cri­sis mo­ment.

I text Ser­ena back: “This is gonna be bad.”

And it is. All of a sud­den, there are women post­ing pho­tos in full black­face say­ing things like “We stand in sol­i­dar­ity with the Black com­mu­nity.” Why any­one would think this is a good idea is be­yond me, but how much more can I say about the op­por­tunis­tic na­ture of some MLM reps? More than the op­por­tunis­tic na­ture, it’s a com­plete lack of em­pa­thy or un­der­stand­ing of what it means to be Black in Amer­ica.

My God. If that weren’t bad enough, this is fol­lowed up just hours later with a re­minder on the proper way to use the face masks, specif­i­cally in­struct­ing us not to post in full black­face, de­spite the fact that the first email con­tains a photo of a woman in full black­face, and the prod­uct us­age re­quires that it be placed all over the face. Plus, we’ve been trained the en­tire time as MLM in­doc­tri­nates to take pic­tures of ev­ery­thing we use. Of course, peo­ple posted pho­tos of them­selves wear­ing the face mask, with no con­cern for the cul­tural con­text. Not that I need to make ex­cuses for clue­less white ladies, but the rea­son they’ve been care­less or clue­less is that they are in­su­lated from the cul­tural con­text, since most of their so­cial cir­cles are also white. Per­haps they don’t know bet­ter, so they can’t do bet­ter, but it’s not that dif­fi­cult to ven­ture out of their bub­ble to learn.

Of course, with the re­newed con­ver­sa­tion about racism and cul­tural ap­pro­pri­a­tion pro­lif­er­at­ing across so­cial me­dia, there’s back­lash from some of the top lead­ers, who feel “bul­lied” that they can’t post how they want to.

Give me a break. Black­face dur­ing BLM protests? These women are an­gry about their free­dom be­ing taken away, when an in­no­cent Black man was mur­dered and there is jus­ti­fi­able out­rage and pain in the Black com­mu­nity? I am be­gin­ning to see the com­plete lack of aware­ness and priv­i­lege that ex­ists when you be­lieve you are en­ti­tled to take up space rather than sit­ting down and ac­tu­ally lis­ten­ing. Many of the in­censed reps end up post­ing “All Lives Mat­ter” on their pro­file pic­tures in ret­ri­bu­tion. It’s more than just in­sult­ing—it’s vi­o­lent.

Re­juvinat has never felt more toxic or dan­ger­ous. But then again, it has al­ways been toxic and dan­ger­ous.

At this point, I have ex­pe­ri­enced first­hand how racism and MLMs go hand-in-hand, but what I didn’t know was that even the Ku Klux Klan was struc­tured as a pyra­mid scheme for a pe­riod of time. Be­fore re­search­ing this book, I had no idea, and yet, in 2011, Roland G. Fryer and Steven D. Levitt found that “the 1920s Klan was best de­scribed as a so­cial or­ga­ni­za­tion with a wildly suc­cess­ful mul­ti­level mar­ket­ing struc­ture.”

The KKK has had many it­er­a­tions since the early 1870s and op­er­ates within small splin­ter groups around the United States. How­ever, dur­ing the 1920s, it ex­pe­ri­enced a resur­gence, in­cor­po­rated as a Geor­gia fra­ter­nal or­ga­ni­za­tion in which the lead­ers ex­ploited pre­ex­ist­ing racism to make money.

A new mem­ber had to buy a KKK robe from an ap­proved KKK fac­tory, and there was fur­ther pres­sure to buy other racist swag. They paid a mem­ber­ship fee, and the fee went up the chain, just like in an MLM. But be­cause pyra­mids only sur­vive as long as they can ex­pand, the KKK (as it was known then) col­lapsed un­der this MLM model. Their de­sire for profit was nearly as in­te­gral in the foun­da­tion of the or­ga­ni­za­tion as their hate­ful ide­ol­ogy. This is sur­pris­ing, since the KKK is mostly known as a bru­tal ter­ror­ist group. Hate crimes and sys­temic big­otry were ram­pant in the 1920s, but re­search sug­gests that at the time, the KKK as an or­ga­ni­za­tion didn’t have as much of an im­pact on this; they sim­ply cap­i­tal­ized on it. The IRS noted that the or­ga­ni­za­tion was not tax-ex­empt and slapped them with a nearly $700,000 tax bill. The KKK, as it ex­isted at that point, was taxed out of busi­ness. Though splin­ter groups us­ing the same name con­tin­ued to grow and in­flict ter­ror, the KKK as a fi­nan­cially in­cor­po­rated or­ga­ni­za­tion has never re­turned.

Though I had never heard of a Re­juvinat rep claim­ing ties to the KKK, their hate flags are now fly­ing high on so­cial me­dia be­cause they can’t post in black­face. In re­sponse, Re­juvinat de­cides to do a pop-up vir­tual panel on, you guessed it, di­ver­sity. It is ti­tled gener­i­cally: “Re­spect­ing All Cul­tures.” What it ac­tu­ally should be ti­tled is “Let’s White­wash This Shit.” It’s led by nine peo­ple: one Black woman, one Black man, one Brown woman, one Asian woman, and five white women. It’s so clear that this is all about tick­ing boxes, not ac­tu­ally try­ing to make a change. The open­ing line is “We honor di­ver­sity—let’s fo­cus on what unites us!” Ac­cord­ing to this panel, rich white women are the uni­fy­ing fac­tor. No­body says any­thing about an­tiracism, so­cial jus­tice, or how to pre­vent harm­ing peo­ple of color. At this point in the pan­demic, there are also many anti-Asian slurs and hate speech re­gard­ing the “Asian flu,” which no­body talks about, ei­ther. The en­tire twenty-minute im­age-con­trol panel (that’s right, no need to spend time on such a mi­nor thing as racism) is a sug­ar­coated “this is fine, ev­ery­thing is fine, we’re all fine” plug in a leaky dam. And it is painful to watch.

But here’s where it starts go­ing even fur­ther south: In­stead of telling the con­sul­tants to re­move the of­fen­sive posts about black­face, the com­pany does noth­ing. Noth­ing. Now, re­mem­ber, this is the same com­pany that asked me to re­move a pod­cast in­ter­view be­cause I talked about, gasp, sex in the same half hour that I men­tioned the com­pany name. But now they are re­spond­ing with “We don’t get in­volved in pol­i­tics.” Yet, as I’ve cov­ered be­fore, MLMs are very po­lit­i­cal. The lob­by­ing that keeps MLMs in busi­ness is po­lit­i­cal. Even so, the prob­lem isn’t that MLMs are too po­lit­i­cal, or that Chris­tians or right-wing Re­pub­li­cans or any race or gen­der or par­tic­u­lar group are too po­lit­i­cal; it’s that their po­lit­i­cal agen­das ben­e­fit them, and only them, at the ex­pense of their neigh­bors.

Es­sen­tially, the com­pany is bow­ing down to the top lead­ers, who are act­ing like en­ti­tled brats. And it only gets worse from there.

Not a week later, Kim­berly posts the in­fa­mous Plan­demic video to her 150,000 fol­low­ers.

If you didn’t have the plea­sure of watch­ing that ab­so­lute dis­as­ter of noth­ing­ness (I’ll never get those twenty-six min­utes of my life back), it was a video that claimed a dark un­der­ground group of elites were us­ing this fake virus and po­ten­tial vac­cine to gain power. It in­cluded the com­men­tary of dis­cred­ited sci­en­tists and anti-vac­cine ac­tivists, and the whole thing was quickly de­nounced and re­moved. Un­for­tu­nately, not be­fore it re­ceived al­most 2.5 mil­lion in­ter­ac­tions, in­clud­ing many other top lead­ers in Re­juvinat. Al­li­son hopped on the band­wagon and shared it in an email to all of us on her team, and in a post on Face­book. I com­mented on sev­eral of the posts by women I knew, urg­ing them to think crit­i­cally and fact-check fur­ther, but ev­ery time I did, I had swarms of other women who be­lieved this rhetoric at­tack­ing me and us­ing anti-sci­ence logic to fight me in the com­ments sec­tion in all caps. None of these women were par­tic­u­larly versed in sci­ence or re­search. How­ever, fear­mon­ger­ing—spread­ing fright­en­ing and ex­ag­ger­ated ru­mors to arouse fear and ma­nip­u­late oth­ers—is a com­mon tac­tic in MLMs. I would go so far as to say it’s the of­fi­cial love lan­guage of MLMs.

Be­cause fear sells! It makes peo­ple emo­tional rather than rea­son­able, and with crit­i­cal think­ing out the win­dow, they are likely to fall for any­thing. In an MLM, it’s pretty easy to boost your­self even higher in the ranks by in­still­ing fear in oth­ers. I knew this worked, be­cause I’d done it in the past—threat­en­ing to re­move peo­ple from my team page if they didn’t fol­low cer­tain rules or send­ing sham­ing text mes­sages ask­ing my team why they weren’t at a biz op. A few years ear­lier, I’d told a team mem­ber that she was “lame” for not show­ing up to a Zoom call, and I told an­other that her boyfriend was be­com­ing a dis­trac­tion from Re­juvinat. When cus­tomers quit, in­stead of be­ing gra­cious and say­ing, “Thank you for your busi­ness,” I hounded them for the rea­sons why, and did ev­ery­thing in my power to make them feel like they needed to con­tinue pur­chas­ing prod­ucts, with­out lis­ten­ing to their real con­cerns. I par­tic­i­pated in this fear­mon­ger­ing, just in a dif­fer­ent way. I was a part of the prob­lem.

And dur­ing what will likely be one of the strangest, most tragic, and most dra­matic mo­ments of our col­lec­tive life­time, who doesn’t want to cling to an easy (al­beit to­tally bizarre and un­likely) ex­pla­na­tion for why we are in the mid­dle of a dump­ster fire? But or­ches­trated vi­o­lence, a planned pan­demic, a gov­ern­ment con­spir­acy, and a dark un­der­ground ca­bal of celebri­ties and politi­cians who eat ba­bies from the base­ment of a pizza restau­rant? What the ac­tual hell? How­ever, when you trust your up­line, put your liveli­hood in their hands, and du­pli­cate what you’re told and what you hear, why wouldn’t you fall for any­thing and ev­ery­thing they are do­ing and say­ing? And this is the dif­fi­culty with mis­in­for­ma­tion—if it’s said and shared widely enough, no mat­ter how il­log­i­cal, it starts to seem plau­si­ble.

The fact that so many women in MLMs could so eas­ily be suck­ered into these posts and con­spir­a­cies be­gins to make sense to me. It makes sense that peo­ple who are suck­ered into a pyra­mid scheme; who get in­doc­tri­nated into ev­ery part of the cult, down to the stud­ded heels and those stupid fe­dora hats; who re­peat ev­ery­thing they are told by their up­line; and who use all the same prod­ucts, be­liev­ing in the ben­e­fits and vi­sion of the com­pany, even if there is noth­ing be­hind it, would be more sus­cep­ti­ble to other bad ideas and false in­for­ma­tion. Many of them start post­ing QAnon con­spir­acy the­o­ries, de­scrib­ing them­selves as in­de­pen­dent thinkers and free­dom fight­ers. Some of them even sur­mise that the earth re­ally is flat.

Con­cor­dia Uni­ver­sity re­searcher Marc-An­dré Ar­gentino has a name for peo­ple like this: “Pas­tel QAnon.” As he de­scribed in The At­lantic:


These women—they are al­most uni­ver­sally women—are do­ing the work of san­i­tiz­ing QAnon, of­ten pair­ing its least ob­jec­tion­able el­e­ments (save the chil­dren!) with equally in­of­fen­sive im­agery: mil­len­nial-pink-and-gold color schemes, a win­ning smile. And many of them are mem­bers of mul­ti­level-mar­ket­ing or­ga­ni­za­tions—a mas­sive, un­der-ex­am­ined sec­tor of the Amer­i­can re­tail econ­omy that is uniquely fer­tile ground for con­spir­acism. These are or­ga­ni­za­tions built on foun­da­tional myths (that the es­tab­lish­ment is keep­ing se­crets from you, that you are on a hero’s jour­ney to en­light­en­ment and wealth), charis­matic lead­er­ship, and shame­less, con­stant post­ing. The peo­ple at the top of them are en­vi­able, rich, and gifted at wrap­ping ev­ery­thing that hap­pens—in their per­sonal lives, or in the world around them—into a grand nar­ra­tive about how to be­come as happy as they are. In 2020, what’s hap­pen­ing to them is dark and dan­ger­ous, but it looks gor­geous.



It fits re­ally well into the idea that MLMers have some sort of “sa­cred se­cret” to busi­ness, so why wouldn’t they also have so­cial and po­lit­i­cal se­crets? Why wouldn’t they know what’s re­ally go­ing on? They truly be­lieve that the gov­ern­ment doesn’t want you to know things. They say that you are liv­ing in fear of a virus, but in ac­tu­al­ity, they are liv­ing in fear of ev­ery­thing.

There is push­back from reps who feel the same way I do—that a gen­eral mis­trust in the gov­ern­ment isn’t the is­sue, but search­ing for bizarre ex­pla­na­tions for a con­tin­u­ing pan­demic is dan­ger­ous. Many send emails to cor­po­rate, com­ment on posts, and try to talk to their team mem­bers, but the push­back is even stronger, and the di­vide in the MLM com­mu­nity, seem­ingly just like the rest of the coun­try on so­cial me­dia, only widens.

It should be no sur­prise that while MLMers fell vic­tim to the un­due in­flu­ence of QAnon, QAnon pro­mot­ers then turned to pro­mot­ing MLMs as a way to mon­e­tize their fol­low­ings. Birds of a feather, as po­lit­i­cal com­men­ta­tor Will Som­mer doc­u­mented in his ar­ti­cle “QAnon Lead­ers Push Fol­low­ers into Multi-Level Mar­ket­ing”: “QAnon booster Richard Potc­ner, who goes by the name ‘Richard Cit­i­zen Jour­nal­ist’ on­line, pushed his fol­low­ers to buy sil­ver. But not just any sil­ver, a very spe­cific MLM sil­ver com­pany. His tagline, ‘Pa­tri­ots are un­stop­pable to­gether,’ falls right in line with the word salad of most MLM mar­ket­ing-com­pany taglines.”

I fi­nally un­friend Al­li­son af­ter a post one ran­dom af­ter­noon where she urges her Face­book fol­low­ing to refuse to mask or get vac­ci­nated: “The peo­ple who push this fake virus delu­sion and want us to wear face di­a­pers are the same peo­ple who think abor­tion is health care, there are un­lim­ited gen­ders, Crit­i­cal Race The­ory isn’t racist, and BLM cares about Black lives.” I can’t be­lieve she’s the same woman who snuck out with a ran­dom dude at that shady Col­orado bar just a few years ear­lier. Or maybe she’s been this way all along, and I was too brain­washed to see it.

There’s an all-or-noth­ing, us-against-them men­tal­ity with MLMs that seems to be part of the cul­ture wars in gen­eral. Again, I can re­spect Al­li­son hav­ing dif­fer­ent views on vac­ci­na­tion, but the ev­i­dence be­hind her opin­ions is shady YouTube videos and other Re­juvinat reps, not per­sonal ex­pe­ri­ence or the opin­ions of trusted sci­en­tists and med­i­cal ex­perts. I am be­gin­ning to see so many cracks in the sys­tem that I ig­nored for so long—some­times un­know­ingly, some­times on pur­pose.

Fi­nally, af­ter much back-and-forth, I send an email to Com­pli­ance about the ram­pant spread of mis­in­for­ma­tion. I feel like I’m tat­tling, and my de­sire to en­act change in a com­pany I don’t love any­more is low, but I’ve been turned in to Com­pli­ance so many times for my book, I fig­ure, why not pay it for­ward? I for­ward the in­flam­ma­tory posts that spread hate and mis­in­for­ma­tion. I re­ceive a form email back.


Thanks so much for reach­ing out. Re­juvinat is a com­pany that wel­comes and val­ues a di­verse and in­clu­sive com­mu­nity of peo­ple, which means we will in­evitably have sit­u­a­tions where dif­fer­ing be­liefs and opin­ions ex­ist on var­i­ous mat­ters. With so much un­cer­tainty in to­day’s world, let’s con­tinue to fo­cus on what unites us, rather than what di­vides us. By com­ing to­gether and ris­ing above our dif­fer­ences, we are stronger and greater than we could ever be apart.

Thank you for your sup­port.

Sin­cerely,

Re­juvinat Com­pli­ance



Je­sus, what? We are “di­verse and in­clu­sive”? As di­verse as a box of sugar cubes. Dif­fer­ing be­liefs and opin­ions are great, but hate­ful ones pro­hibit in­clu­sion. And now you’re gaslight­ing me for com­plain­ing dur­ing a pan­demic? “Thank you for your sup­port”? I am not sup­port­ive, hence the email. Wow. A few other con­sul­tants who ex­press con­cern re­ceive the ex­act same form email, in­clud­ing Ser­ena, who is also em­bar­rassed by her in­volve­ment with Re­juvinat. So, de­spite hav­ing so much “power” in the com­pany as a top earner, I re­al­ize it was mean­ing­less. I was a show­piece. My power was in bring­ing more women into the sys­tem and shilling more prod­ucts for them, not to en­act ac­tual change.

Or maybe I wasn’t quite pow­er­ful enough. I re­call a few years ear­lier when the com­pany changed their logo to a rain­bow for Pride month. Kim­berly urged the com­pany to re­move it, stat­ing that they should re­frain from post­ing about “po­lar­iz­ing” top­ics. They changed the logo back be­cause of that. So per­haps Kim­berly was high enough at the top of the struc­ture with her $500,000- to $750,000-per-month in­come. Af­ter all, if she left Re­juvinat, the pyra­mid would crum­ble. If I left? It wouldn’t im­pact the com­pany much at this point. Also, Kim­berly was likely speak­ing to a larger con­ser­va­tive con­tin­gent within the or­ga­ni­za­tion that be­lieved the face of Re­juvinat was white, cis, and het­eronor­ma­tive. No won­der the rain­bow was po­lar­iz­ing. An­other sign that us­ing the plat­form to sup­port equal rights and so­cial eq­uity is not their pri­or­ity—it’s to ap­pease their mon­ey­mak­ers, even if they are big­ots.

My words have fallen on deaf ears, so I stop try­ing. In­stead, I con­tinue to ig­nore the dis­gust­ing be­hav­ior I see among other reps and cu­rate my own so­cial me­dia feed to serve me and my men­tal health bet­ter. I un­fol­low peo­ple who share things I want to ar­gue with, be­cause like the com­pany, my words don’t mat­ter to them. Whose opin­ion is changed on so­cial me­dia, af­ter all? The idea of seek­ing ac­count­abil­ity from peo­ple who have shared prob­lem­atic ar­ti­cles or opin­ions on so­cial me­dia seems, I don’t know, point­less.

Be­sides, even among those who seem to be say­ing all the “right” things, it is im­pos­si­ble to know who is per­for­ma­tive and who is ac­tu­ally putting their money where their mouth is, or who is sim­ply shar­ing what a friend told them. It’s not that I don’t think peo­ple or com­pa­nies should be called out, but I know bet­ter than any­one at this point that so­cial me­dia isn’t real. Who knows whether what is shared on an In­sta­gram feed re­flects the real ac­tions, be­hav­iors, and in­ten­tions of the per­son post­ing it? Do your friends re­ally care about BLM, or did they just post a black square be­cause they felt shamed into do­ing it? Do the peo­ple who didn’t share a black square ac­tu­ally not care, or were they tak­ing time off so­cial me­dia to ac­tu­ally en­act change in real life?

I take time to check my ego, which Re­juvinat has in­flated for so many years. For so long, I be­lieved that what I was do­ing and say­ing was of the ut­most im­por­tance, and that ev­ery­one needed to hear and see me. How is shout­ing at peo­ple on­line help­ing any­thing, though? I also think that, while it’s im­por­tant to com­bat mis­in­for­ma­tion, we also need to re­con­sider the idea of “safe spa­ces.” The in­ter­net is not safe if you’re wor­ried about be­ing trolled. But when I’m sit­ting in my warm house with my Wi-Fi and my smart­phone, how un­safe am I? And to pro­tect my­self from the “harm” that I con­sid­ered was be­ing in­flicted, all I needed to do was delete In­sta­gram. What hap­pened to “Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can never hurt me”? The in­ter­net is all words, and be­hind them, in­ten­tions that we can’t be­gin to place. Maybe that is why so many peo­ple like me—com­fort­able, safe, and white, of­ten in­su­lated from racial-jus­tice up­ris­ings and pan­demic mis­in­for­ma­tion—find we have more to lose than to gain by be­com­ing loud.

I feel called to step back, re­move the pres­sure on my­self to com­ment on ev­ery so­cial is­sue, do my best to ed­u­cate my­self, and en­act change in real life. I re­mind my­self that not ev­ery­one needs my hot take. In fact, no­body does. I be­gin to re­mind my­self of how I once used so­cial me­dia for fun, for en­ter­tain­ment, and for joy. That was, un­til the elec­tion of 2020.

When Biden wins, many of the alt-right MLMers ef­fec­tively lose their minds. Now, as I’ve said, I don’t pick sides, and I’m not go­ing to say that Biden is the best can­di­date I’ve ever seen in my life. Great, an­other old white dude. But get­ting Trump out of of­fice has been an emer­gency for many of us, m’kay? The cor­rup­tion, vit­ri­olic per­son­al­ity, and dis­as­trous tweet­ing were just a start—please don’t get me started on the im­mi­gra­tion poli­cies and his in­ac­tion at the be­gin­ning of the pan­demic. I be­lieve in nu­ance and dif­fer­ent per­spec­tives and hav­ing the agency to choose your own can­di­date. But what I don’t un­der­stand are the women I once called sis­ters in­sist­ing that the elec­tion was stolen. Post­ing “The South will rise” on so­cial me­dia. Mak­ing jokes about Biden hope­fully dy­ing soon. All in­ter­spersed with posts about their “life-chang­ing” prod­ucts and busi­ness op­por­tu­nity. Spout­ing about per­sonal free­dom, as though that cov­ers both their de­sire not to wear a mask and their de­sire to re­cruit you into Re­juvinat.

Re­ally? Free­dom? You mean, when other peo­ple were liv­ing their lives and you were glued to your phone send­ing cold mes­sages on New Year’s Eve? Free­dom when you were told what you could and couldn’t say on so­cial me­dia or in your con­ven­tion speech? Free­dom when you couldn’t de­cide your prod­uct lineup, your own dis­counts, your own pric­ing struc­ture? That kind of free­dom? And now you want free­dom to… what? Say what­ever the hell you want with­out con­se­quences?

Again, crick­ets from Re­juvinat. More and more, I am feel­ing like my al­le­giance (how­ever dis­tant) to the com­pany is mak­ing me com­plicit in these dis­as­trous mes­sages, even though they are so far from what I be­lieve.



I HAVE A FEW Zoom calls with friends—our new “cof­fee dates,” since we can no longer meet in per­son. Ser­ena is one of my weekly Zoom friends, and I look for­ward to our con­ver­sa­tions about life as much as I do our bitch ses­sions about Re­juvinat. She’s in the same boat as me but feels even more trapped. Her Re­juvinat money sup­ports her mom’s as­sisted-liv­ing fa­cil­ity. She’s do­ing ev­ery­thing she can to try to re­place her in­come. She was in­ter­view­ing for jobs when the pan­demic hit, and now she’s frus­trated. I know she had a vir­tual in­ter­view with one of the com­pa­nies this past week. I re­al­ize im­me­di­ately that it didn’t go well.

“They said it was be­tween me and one other per­son, and the fact that I’d been in an MLM didn’t look good.” Even through the screen, I can see her hold­ing back tears. “They said it wasn’t the type of sales ex­pe­ri­ence they were in­ter­ested in.”

“Oh, Ser­ena, I’m so sorry. There will be other op­por­tu­ni­ties!” I try to avoid toxic pos­i­tiv­ity, but I know Ser­ena. She was in mar­ket­ing be­fore kids and be­fore Re­juvinat, and she is bril­liant, charis­matic, and the kind­est per­son I know, so I know she’ll find some­thing. She wants so badly to get away from the MLM, es­pe­cially now, but she can’t walk away from the in­come.

“You know what re­ally sucks? I knew that it would take me a while to find a job, but I had no idea that be­ing in an MLM would look bad to em­ploy­ers. It’s one thing to have a gap in ex­pe­ri­ence, be­ing a stay-at-home mom, but I used to think that be­ing in Re­juvinat would help bridge that gap. Now, I re­al­ize it’s hurt­ing my prospects.”

Like many peo­ple who are wary of MLMs, many in­dus­tries look down on them, as well. As Ser­ena was quickly re­al­iz­ing, it’s prob­a­bly a bad idea to put it on your re­sume or even men­tion it, ac­cord­ing to some ex­perts. Par­tic­i­pa­tion in an MLM may re­flect neg­a­tively on you. As one HR ex­ec­u­tive on Red­dit shared:


As an em­ployer, if I see some­one put MLM on their re­sume (and they usu­ally add their ridicu­lous rank as their ti­tle), it’s an au­to­matic “no” pile. I feel that putting MLM “ex­pe­ri­ence” shows that the can­di­date makes poor de­ci­sions and also, they ob­vi­ously haven’t learned how poor of a de­ci­sion they made if they put it on their re­sume. In ad­di­tion, MLMs pro­vide no valu­able train­ing and I don’t want to risk hir­ing some­one who may still be en­ticed by an MLM and try to bring that crap in my com­pany.



And that com­ment is one of many echo­ing sim­i­lar sen­ti­ments. Ac­cord­ing to Ask a Man­ager, Pink Truth, and many other sources, al­most all em­ploy­ers state that the down­side risk of list­ing your MLM “job” on your re­sume is greater than any po­ten­tial up­side. Even a gap in em­ploy­ment is fa­vor­able to time spent in an MLM.

I feel em­pa­thy for both Ser­ena and the com­pany she in­ter­viewed with! Know­ing what I know now, who wouldn’t view MLM ex­pe­ri­ence as neg­a­tive? What com­pany would want some­one who con­sid­ers cold mes­sag­ing “sales”? It’s not a good look. Sim­i­lar to peo­ple in cults who are wholly in­doc­tri­nated, while out­siders can see how bizarre cer­tain be­hav­ior it is, in­sid­ers think it’s com­pletely nor­mal. And then, as more MLMers have be­come syn­ony­mous with con­spir­acy the­o­ries and right-wing nut-crack­ery, em­ploy­ers likely be­gan to get con­cerned over who they were hir­ing, and how they might be­have in the work­place. As I think of ways for Ser­ena to re­frame the ex­pe­ri­ence, she drops a juicy tid­bit of gos­sip.

“OMG, I can’t be­lieve I for­got to tell you this. Jamie took out a PPP loan. To­tally il­le­gal. She’s train­ing the whole team on how to take out loans. And you wouldn’t be­lieve how many of these chicks are dumb enough to do it.”

What. The. Hell.

Now we come to some­thing that is shock­ing yet some­how un­sur­pris­ing: PPP loan fraud. The Pay­check Pro­tec­tion Pro­gram was es­tab­lished to pro­vide small busi­nesses with re­sources they needed to main­tain their pay­roll, hire back em­ploy­ees who may have been laid off, and cover ap­pli­ca­ble over­head. Now, MLM cor­po­ra­tions (the par­ent com­pany, not reps, which we’ll get to in a sec­ond) could tech­ni­cally ap­ply, even though they’re not ac­tu­ally small busi­nesses. Though they have hun­dreds of thou­sands of 1099 reps, as long as they have fewer than five hun­dred paid (W-2) em­ploy­ees, they still qual­ify. Since they are get­ting rev­enue from so many sources, it’s shitty, but tech­ni­cally, it’s not fraud. Sadly, those loans took away funds from small busi­nesses that needed them more. You can search the data­base and see that MLMs took ad­van­tage in a big way. I found about ninety MLMs with loan amounts to­tal­ing over $100 mil­lion. But that’s not the worst part of this, and that’s where we get to the fraud.

MLM reps were them­selves ex­empt from PPP loan dol­lars. In fact, this ex­emp­tion was quite lit­er­ally first on the list:


What type of busi­ness does not qual­ify for the Pay­check Pro­tec­tion Pro­gram?


	Mul­ti­level mar­keters (MLM)

	Banks, lend­ing in­sti­tu­tions, and in­vest­ment com­pa­nies

	Po­lit­i­cal and pol­icy lob­by­ists

	Land­lords or busi­nesses who do not man­age their own op­er­a­tions

	Re­li­gion-pro­mot­ing busi­nesses

	Busi­nesses that re­strict gen­der pa­tron­age (e.g., men- or women-only health clubs)

	Casi­nos or other gam­bling busi­nesses

	Mar­i­juana busi­nesses

	House­hold busi­nesses that con­tract or em­ployee house­keep­ers and nan­nies

	Busi­nesses deal­ing with sex­ual ma­te­rial

	Busi­ness own­ers con­victed of a felony in the past five years or cur­rently in­dicted on fed­eral charges

	Any busi­ness owner or part­ner with more than 20 per­cent stake­holder that is not a US cit­i­zen or Law­ful Per­ma­nent Res­i­dent





MLM reps were ex­cluded from tak­ing loans, plain as day. Now, many MLM reps at the top have an LLC or S cor­po­ra­tion for their tax struc­ture. Some of them have their own as­sis­tants, whom they po­ten­tially could pay via W-2, which would tech­ni­cally make them qual­ify. But if they did have an LLC, or an S cor­po­ra­tion, they would also have a busi­ness name of their own and the loan amount would be pretty small. You prob­a­bly wouldn’t be able to track down “Shiny Skin LLC” in the data­base, or what­ever LLC or S cor­po­ra­tion name the rep had reg­is­tered. But what you could do was search any MLM name in the data­base. Go ahead! Put in “Monat,” “Beach­body,” “Ro­dan + Fields,” or any other MLM you can think of.

Let me tell you what you’ll find: mul­ti­ple list­ings. Why, you might ask, since there is only one par­ent com­pany, can the com­pany be listed mul­ti­ple times? It’s be­cause these dum­b­ass reps used the com­pany name to take out fraud­u­lent loans for them­selves. MLM reps with­out their own ac­tual es­tab­lished small busi­nesses, with­out a busi­ness name, with­out em­ploy­ees to pay, scammed a pro­gram put to­gether in the pan­demic to help small busi­nesses. It seems out­ra­geous, but it’s true. Be­cause as you may or may not know, you can’t open a busi­ness with the same name as an al­ready es­tab­lished busi­ness with a reg­is­tered trade­mark. There’s only one Pam­pered Chef, yet there are dozens of loans taken out un­der that com­pany name by reps who didn’t qual­ify. Fraud.

I have the im­mense priv­i­lege of know­ing the woman who over­saw the Sen­ate com­mit­tee that cre­ated the PPP. We’ll call her Annabelle. She told me that for claims un­der $150,000, as is the case for MLM reps, the fraud is much worse than I could ever imag­ine. The PPP re­ceived co­pi­ous ap­pli­ca­tions from MLM reps, who not only filed fraud­u­lently but also listed the cost of prod­ucts (not an el­i­gi­ble ex­pense even for a le­git­i­mate com­pany) and the lost cost of con­ven­tions and travel (again, not an el­i­gi­ble ex­pense, and let’s not for­get that air­lines, con­ven­tions, and ho­tels were fully re­fund­ing ev­ery­one dur­ing the pan­demic for the most part—so this is like triple fraud).

Annabelle found that many of the fraud­u­lent loans were taken out through a hand­ful of cer­tain lenders. It seemed like a con­certed ef­fort, since some banks that aren’t even banks, as well as some credit unions, make up the ma­jor­ity of the lenders for funds given to these fraud­u­lent claims. To fund PPP loans, the gov­ern­ment gave money to lenders to do trans­ac­tions, and there was a built-in fee, so es­sen­tially, these lenders were in­cen­tivized to do this. Why wouldn’t they po­ten­tially look the other way if the reps weren’t le­git? This is pure spec­u­la­tion, but if there is a fi­nan­cial in­cen­tive for Lenders ‘R’ Us to dis­pense their PPP funds to some boss­babes, why wouldn’t they?

The num­ber of PPP loans taken out fraud­u­lently has com­pletely over­whelmed the Small Busi­ness Ad­min­is­tra­tion, and they are now slowly try­ing to dig them­selves out. Luck­ily, they are suc­ceed­ing in re­cov­er­ing some of the fraud­u­lent money, which is be­ing al­lo­cated to­ward the Restau­rant Re­lief Fund to fund women, mi­nori­ties, and ru­ral com­mu­ni­ties who were im­pacted by the pan­demic—you know, the peo­ple who should have re­ceived it in the first place.

Annabelle con­tin­ued to tell me that the DSA (re­mem­ber our friends, the Di­rect Sell­ing As­so­ci­a­tion?) has been “throw­ing around money in DC” for so long, and that they are ex­tremely in­flu­en­tial, and “very slimy”—all of which is no sur­prise. They are not in ser­vice of the hard­work­ing reps; in­stead, they lobby to keep wealthy MLM own­ers in power.

At the time of this writ­ing, a con­gres­sional hear­ing is be­ing put to­gether to find out just how deep this PPP fraud goes. Be­cause of the sim­i­lar­i­ties in the claims and the lenders used, it is be­lieved that some of these com­pa­nies en­cour­aged their sell­ers to take out the loans. (Side­note: If you have any tips re­lated to peo­ple who took fraud­u­lent PPP money or who were en­cour­aged to do so by their com­pany, you can sub­mit an anony­mous com­plaint via the SBA web­site.)

The kicker to this whole sce­nario? These chicks were all post­ing on their so­cial me­dia time­lines how lu­cra­tive their “side hus­tles” were dur­ing this time, and the com­pa­nies were all singing the praises of the reps’ rev­enue and ex­pand­ing busi­nesses, de­lib­er­ately dis­tort­ing in­for­ma­tion to make it more ac­cept­able. What a joke.

I am not sur­prised by Ser­ena’s in­for­ma­tion, but I’m still hor­ri­fied. “Ser­ena, that is aw­ful.”

“I know,” she says, de­feated. “I don’t know how to as­so­ciate with these peo­ple any­more. They are not who I thought they were. And yet, I’m trapped. Com­pletely trapped.”

I un­der­stand. I feel trapped, too. But am I, re­ally? Yes, the money is good, but what is the cost of be­ing stuck in this toxic en­vi­ron­ment? My pay­check is still hov­er­ing around $10,000 per month, but I will learn the true cost in the next few weeks, when I re­ceive my year-end state­ment, which nails the cof­fin on my MLM ca­reer: I still hit the top rank of the com­pany. De­spite not work­ing for an en­tire year, not talk­ing to a sin­gle cus­tomer or re­cruit­ing even one per­son, and de­spite my en­tire team los­ing ranks and los­ing money, in­clud­ing me, I still hit the cov­eted 0.05 per­cent, with all the perks, bonuses, and bling that come with it. And I have done noth­ing to de­serve it.

It is such a mo­ment of clar­ity for me. My cog­ni­tive dis­so­nance au­to­mat­i­cally clears. I no longer can lean on the false no­tion that “I built this” and de­serve to col­lect a check. I can no longer ig­nore that all the money flow­ing up is due to ev­ery­one else’s hard work, not mine. And I won­der to my­self, How did I stay for so long just for money? I don’t have an an­swer. In­stead, I fax the ter­mi­na­tion form be­fore I can think one more sec­ond about it. I know I will never come to a dif­fer­ent con­clu­sion: I can­not be aligned in any way with Re­juvinat any­more. I no longer can fol­low the sta­tus quo for a pay­check, since so much of what is com­ing out of the com­pany goes against what I be­lieve. The cu­mu­la­tive ef­fect of the un­eth­i­cal and ugly things I’ve seen through the pan­demic, lead­ing to this mo­ment, is an un­nav­i­ga­ble di­vide be­tween who I am and who I once was. And I can’t con­tinue to sell my soul for an­other day.

I im­me­di­ately re­ceive a form email from the com­pany: “Sorry to see you go.” The fan­girling, the pay­check, the bling, the ac­co­lades, are all gone in an in­stant.

I was al­ways just a num­ber.
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Life Takes on a New Shape (and It’s Not a Pyra­mid) [image: ]


I left my MLM be­cause I wasn’t com­fort­able with how it had taken over my life. It ru­ined so many friend­ships be­cause I was con­stantly pur­su­ing peo­ple. And I re­al­ized my up­line was con­stantly pur­su­ing me—the next ti­tle, the next sale—be­cause it ben­e­fited her. I thought these peo­ple were my friends, be­cause frankly, be­tween Zoom calls and mes­sages and con­ven­tions and biz ops, I spent more time with them than my ac­tual real-life friends! But prox­im­ity isn’t friend­ship, which I re­al­ized when I quit, and was dropped im­me­di­ately.

—ELIZA D., for­mer MLM rep.



In an MLM, you’re told to “do the hard thing.” I’ve been telling my down­line that for years. Al­ways push, strive, per­se­vere, even if “the hard thing” is just send­ing a cold mes­sage on a Sun­day af­ter­noon to some­one you went to high school with. But as I’ve re­al­ized so many times in my life, the right thing and the hard thing can be the same thing. Hav­ing chil­dren. Fix­ing a mar­riage. Get­ting sober. And now, leav­ing Re­juvinat.

Whether it’s Re­juvinat or the NX­IVM cult or Amway, the struc­ture is the same. You are buy­ing your way into a com­mu­nity whose main goal is to profit off you. Any dis­sent threat­ens their sense of unity, their liveli­hood, their be­lief about their fu­ture po­ten­tial. Though there might be real friend­ships tucked in­side, the struc­ture is there to drive com­pe­ti­tion, of­ten leav­ing women worse off than when they started: in credit-card debt, in trou­ble with the IRS, cut off from their fam­i­lies, bul­lied and hurt, or un­able to se­cure real em­ploy­ment. Thank­fully, I was de­part­ing rel­a­tively un­scathed, but leav­ing a com­mer­cial cult is still a shock to the sys­tem.

Ac­cord­ing to the book Mer­chants of De­cep­tion by Eric Scheibeler, a for­mer Amway in­sider, leav­ing a cult can feel dis­ori­ent­ing and con­fus­ing at the best of times, but the ex­pe­ri­ence is of­ten com­pounded by feel­ing like an alien in the big, bad world. Most peo­ple who leave an MLM de­scribe re­la­tion­ship prob­lems, low self-es­teem, post-trau­matic stress dis­or­der (PTSD), and even sui­ci­dal ten­den­cies af­ter their ex­o­dus. And that can lead to cog­ni­tive dis­so­nance, pos­si­bly caus­ing them to be­lieve that the cult was the rem­edy to their pain, which can send some de­fec­tors right back into the same MLM or other MLMs.

The many women I’ve talked to who left com­mer­cial cults all echo the same thing: Our life be­came so en­twined with the MLM that it was dif­fi­cult to imag­ine leav­ing it be­hind. You come to feel deeply ashamed for help­ing spread the MLM’s false­hood, so you stay in the lie, or you wait even longer to leave. I stayed in the lie for years af­ter ini­tially re­al­iz­ing it was in­deed a lie. And when you fi­nally leave, you re­al­ize that the amaz­ing com­mu­nity you were a part of was con­di­tional. They will likely block or be­lit­tle you or send Com­pli­ance af­ter you. You might get a cease-and-de­sist let­ter. You’re an out­sider and a threat now. When you leave a cult, you can ex­pect to be aban­doned by the “best friends” you met there. They can’t af­ford to see you thrive af­ter leav­ing, be­cause it chal­lenges the lies they have to be­lieve in or­der to stay. Your ex­is­tence, your joys, and your suc­cess are a threat to all they’ve been in­doc­tri­nated to be­lieve. This is what keeps so many women stuck: “I can’t leave—this is all I know! I can’t leave be­cause I pro­moted this and shouted it from the rooftops—I’ll look like an id­iot! I can’t leave be­cause… sunk cost—so much time, money, re­la­tion­ships!”

Stay­ing in the sys­tem feels safer, be­cause when you even be­gin to en­ter­tain leav­ing, you are shamed. You see what hap­pens to those who leave, and you are afraid. You know that you’ll be shunned, ex­com­mu­ni­cated, and la­beled a traitor. “Block her. Don’t read her posts. Don’t read her book. She has a neg­a­tive mind­set. You don’t want to re­ceive that neg­a­tiv­ity.” I know this be­cause I lived it and re­cited it on the other side.

But I’ve now be­come the per­son I cau­tioned oth­ers about for so long.

I start speak­ing on pod­casts, writ­ing ar­ti­cles, and shar­ing my story of leav­ing the MLM, sim­i­lar to when I left drink­ing be­hind. I start shed­ding pieces of the “boss­babe” uni­form I ac­quired over the years. I say good­bye to my hair ex­ten­sions, and even stop cov­er­ing my grays al­to­gether. Part of it is fa­cil­i­tated by the pan­demic and hair sa­lons be­ing closed, but I also feel like I am dis­cov­er­ing my­self again, the same way I did when the al­co­hol was stripped away. I quit work­ing so hard to re­main a size two be­cause that’s what looked good on a stage and in life-size pho­tos at Con­ven­tion. I start mov­ing my body in ways I en­joy in­stead of in ways that make me thin­ner. I even have my breast im­plants re­moved, be­cause they feel so, for lack of a bet­ter word, fake. I stop wor­ry­ing so much about the fil­ters and the name brands and all the things I re­al­ize I never cared about in the first place—I just thought I needed them to be­long in the up­per ech­e­lons of the MLM.

The men­tal free­dom from re­leas­ing all those things is pro­found. The abil­ity to un­plug from my phone, or leave it be­hind al­to­gether, to not have to doc­u­ment ev­ery wak­ing sec­ond of my day on so­cial me­dia, to con­stantly strive to be at the top of a pyra­mid. I feel free in a way that I haven’t for a long time. I hadn’t re­al­ized how trapped I’d be­come.

I also start ex­am­in­ing my own need for val­i­da­tion—the fact that I’d been so vul­ner­a­ble and shared my story freely with so many peo­ple. The MLM in­flated my ego to such a de­gree that I be­gin to ques­tion how im­por­tant my story ac­tu­ally is. It is un­nerv­ing—the feel­ing that maybe, just maybe, your words are sim­ply noise in a noisy world. That if ev­ery­thing the MLM led you to be­lieve was a lie, maybe your own im­por­tance is, too. Had I not been in an ego-in­flat­ing MLM, would I have ever writ­ten my first book?

It isn’t easy leav­ing Re­juvinat. I’ve built a com­mu­nity there—what I felt for so long was a home. Thank­fully, many of my friend­ships re­main. I talk to Ser­ena and Vanessa al­most ev­ery day. Vanessa is hap­pily still work­ing her “real” job, and Ser­ena is still try­ing to find one and leave Re­juvinat be­hind.

June quits af­ter I do and goes back to per­sonal fi­nance, where she thrives. My re­la­tion­ships with many re­main in­tact, even with women who stay in Re­juvinat: Mandy, An­nie, Carly, other friends I had be­fore join­ing the MLM, and most of those who weren’t fi­nan­cially linked to me. I make my amends to Han­nah, who ends up get­ting a job at a flower shop that she loves. Madi­son keeps her dis­tance since she’s “all in” with her new “life-chang­ing” com­pany, where all the reps are her new best friends. Same shit, dif­fer­ent day. Still, there are many oth­ers who never call back, and who are co­erced to block or un­friend me on so­cial me­dia. De­spite hav­ing va­ca­tioned to­gether and spent so much time in what I thought was a friend­ship, Becky stops speak­ing to me as soon as I leave, mak­ing me re­al­ize that we were only friends be­cause I made her a shit ton of money. (Side­note: she did fi­nally reach the top rank when I left, a re­sult of my down­line and Madi­son’s rolling to her; though ac­cord­ing to so­cial me­dia, it was all thanks to her dozen years of “hard work, mind­set shifts, and de­ter­mi­na­tion.”)

It’s in­ter­est­ing com­par­ing my first book to the one you are now read­ing. When I wrote a book that fo­cused mainly on not drink­ing, peo­ple were able to com­part­men­tal­ize; that is, plenty of drinkers read it and loved it be­cause they didn’t con­sider their drink­ing to be a prob­lem­atic part of their per­son­al­ity. But an MLM is dif­fer­ent. It’s not some­thing you do in your off hours. It be­comes your iden­tity. It’s all or noth­ing. So if some­one doesn’t like it or leaves it al­to­gether, it’s con­sid­ered a per­sonal in­sult. Writ­ing about leav­ing drink­ing wasn’t an of­fense to my for­mer boss­babe friends, but writ­ing about leav­ing the MLM is.

The same women who praised my first book and the con­ver­sa­tions about not drink­ing now seethe at my con­ver­sa­tions about leav­ing the MLM. Kristy and Shelly, who begged for my se­crets to suc­cess dur­ing my Col­orado trip, send me page-long In­sta­gram mes­sages about what a dis­ap­point­ment I am, how I am ru­in­ing the in­dus­try for ev­ery­one else, and how I am stab­bing Becky and Al­li­son in the back. The same boss­babes who used pho­tos of me at my book launch to fur­ther their own cred­i­bil­ity (“Look! I’m aligned with a com­pany that has best-sell­ing au­thors!”) be­come the same women who send me toxic mes­sages.

I re­mem­ber a woman named Es­ther, who spent over an hour talk­ing to me at my Nash­ville book launch. She was so en­am­ored with my abil­ity to be hon­est and step into my own truth. Now, she’s com­ment­ing “traitor” on my Face­book feed, even though I am sim­ply once again shar­ing my own truth. Ali­cia, who also at­tended my book launch, takes it a step fur­ther with an ad hominem at­tack that I’ve “got­ten fat and ugly” since leav­ing Re­juvinat. Kim­berly sends an email to ev­ery­one in her down­line to block me and tells Ser­ena that she shouldn’t be friends with me any­more. Al­li­son, who used to share my so­bri­ety story on so­cial me­dia as an ex­am­ple of the “change that Re­juvinat can bring to peo­ple’s lives,” opens a burner In­sta­gram ac­count (since I’ve blocked her) and starts re­port­ing my posts on In­sta­gram and leav­ing com­ments like “If you hated it so much, why did you stay so long! What a be­trayal! I can’t be­lieve I ever called you a friend!”

And the same up­line lead­ers who love bombed me while I made them money stop speak­ing to me al­to­gether, in­clud­ing those who were my friends—or the ones I thought would al­ways be my friends. And to a de­gree, I un­der­stand. It be­comes im­pos­si­ble for many women in my up­line to com­part­men­tal­ize the job so that it’s sep­a­rate from their sense of self. I get it, be­cause Re­juvinat was also a part of me for so long.

And yet, many more un­der­stand and qui­etly thank me off­line. Over­all, the mes­sages I re­ceive in sup­port of my ex­o­dus out­num­ber the hate mail. Jamie sends me a mes­sage, first apol­o­giz­ing for leav­ing me in the back of a taxi in Las Ve­gas, but also telling me she is proud of me and un­der­stands. A com­mon theme among cur­rent MLM reps, she also asks me to keep her anony­mous and not tell any­one she is sup­port­ing this book. These women are in fear of their fad­ing al­le­giance to Re­juvinat and the MLM chan­nel be­ing “outed.” I re­ceive mes­sages from hun­dreds of women echo­ing what I wit­nessed with Han­nah: a wounded self-es­teem, a lost sense of pur­pose, and a feel­ing of para­noia for ques­tion­ing what they’d been told was “the way” for so long.

These mes­sages have made my de­sire to speak about my MLM ex­pe­ri­ence even greater.

At first, my life gets very quiet. With­out the swirling storm of so­cial me­dia, and with the ever-present weight of the on­go­ing pan­demic, I am re­minded of what it was like be­fore Re­juvinat, when my days were con­sumed with chil­dren and al­co­hol and not much else. But this time, I don’t want a dis­trac­tion. I have my fam­ily, with whom I have a stronger re­la­tion­ship now than ever be­fore. I’m no longer ob­sessed with my phone and my net­work, or my im­age. I have a pas­sion and a pur­pose. I have be­gun to build a voice in re­cov­ery.

Sober Mom Squad is con­tin­u­ing to grow. Not sur­pris­ingly, a num­ber of our mem­bers have been in an MLM (some of them still are). But we are cre­at­ing a new com­mu­nity, one where moth­ers can find fel­low­ship around so­bri­ety and not sales. Though we formed it dur­ing the pan­demic, we re­al­ize all the ways it can cre­ate pur­pose for sober moms who long to find joy in the quiet and the chaos, and away from the pomp and in­au­then­tic­ity of so­cial me­dia. We want to cre­ate a place of ac­tion, ac­tivism, and unity, and not just for white moms. We want Sober Mom Squad to re­flect women from all over the eth­nic, racial, and eco­nomic spec­trum.

Though most of my net­work is still very white, thanks to my MLM, and Sober Mom Squad still re­flects that, I’ve learned from the lack of di­ver­sity in Re­juvinat and have taken part in an­tiracism train­ing. I have in­cluded BIPOC women among the com­pany’s lead­er­ship, be­cause I want it to feel like home for any­one who wishes to leave al­co­hol be­hind. In many ways, Sober Mom Squad came out of the re­al­iza­tion that women need the fel­low­ship that MLMs pro­vide, but per­haps with­out all the preda­tory be­hav­ior.

Thank­fully, it res­onated with so many women, and they wanted more—more meet­ings, coach­ing, of­fer­ings. So, with the help of a few other sober friends in the re­cov­ery space, whom I con­tract to help lead meet­ings and coach and cre­ate con­tent, I build an on­line paid plat­form. I have some ma­jor hes­i­ta­tion about de­vel­op­ing a paid plat­form. Frankly, it’s hard to go back to charg­ing peo­ple for things. I don’t want to be ex­ploita­tive, but I want to be paid for what I am trained in. There’s been some back­lash in the re­cov­ery com­mu­nity, mostly from AA old-timers who be­lieve AA is the only way, and that re­cov­ery should be free (de­spite the fact that all or­ga­ni­za­tions re­quire money to flow through them to func­tion, even the free ones like AA). I also know what I don’t want: a com­mu­nity that re­quires pay­ment and only re­wards a few.

I make sure to of­fer a slid­ing scale. Those who can af­ford to pay for the ser­vices al­low me to be able to pay my coaches and coun­selors a very fair rate, and to of­fer schol­ar­ships to those who can’t af­ford it. It’s a pay­ment struc­ture I feel good about, be­cause it re­wards those who are well trained to help peo­ple sus­tain change in their lives, al­low­ing peo­ple who value our work to in­vest, and ben­e­fit­ing ev­ery­one who’s in­volved.

The con­nec­tion I have with my friends in Sober Mom Squad is built on a de­sire to see each other im­prove, but only in the way that makes sense for us in­di­vid­u­ally. We don’t have a check­list of re­quire­ments, and though many pay for the ser­vice, no­body is treated dif­fer­ently if they re­ceive our free ser­vices or use other re­cov­ery paths or pro­grams. We es­tab­lish real con­nec­tions to com­bat the lone­li­ness that leads us to drink or seek out other un­healthy cop­ing mech­a­nisms. We share, and we talk about the hard shit. We cre­ate com­mu­nity in the lonely pock­ets of moth­er­hood. We don’t shy away from the hard top­ics, and we nod our heads in sol­i­dar­ity.

I’m al­ways open to ad­just­ment, to cor­rec­tion, to the fact that I know I’m not al­ways right. I dug my heels in the sand long enough with Re­juvinat to un­der­stand that I don’t al­ways know ev­ery­thing. And I’m now open to the opin­ions of those whom my words and ac­tions af­fect, know­ing I was un­re­cep­tive for so long. I was un­re­cep­tive be­cause I was taught (and be­lieved) that I shouldn’t care what other peo­ple think. But this is an avoid­ance tac­tic. I started my busi­ness as a Re­juvinat rep to avoid—work­ing on my mar­riage, look­ing at my al­co­hol prob­lem, lean­ing all in on moth­er­hood, and stress and anx­i­ety, which only brought on more. Through at­tempt­ing to avoid my life, I was in­doc­tri­nated to “fol­low the sys­tem and not give a shit what peo­ple think.” Back in New York, I gave a key­note speech on this topic (I merely changed shit to ish to be palat­able). This is more in­for­ma­tion con­trol: Be­lieve what the cult mem­bers tell you, not friends or fam­ily, and es­pe­cially don’t be­lieve your own thoughts or feel­ings.

This snarky, pas­sive-ag­gres­sive rhetoric is ev­ery­where: “We don’t care what the haters think.” This kind of at­ti­tude con­ve­niently skirts around ac­count­abil­ity and the pos­si­bil­ity of mean­ing­ful di­a­logue and change. It’s in­her­ently de­fen­sive, hi­er­ar­chi­cal, and su­prem­a­cist. Be­cause to al­low no feed­back for prob­lem­atic be­hav­ior is, well, prob­lem­atic.

When I was in Re­juvinat, we posted memes, quotes, reels, and videos all about how much we didn’t care what peo­ple thought, not re­al­iz­ing they only re­vealed how much we did care, since we needed to post about it so much. And the bot­tom line is, you should care.

You should care what your loved ones think. You should lis­ten to peo­ple who left the struc­ture you’re ped­dling or think­ing of join­ing. Re­main­ing in the echo cham­ber of the MLM reps who are try­ing to re­cruit you, who sup­pos­edly don’t care what peo­ple think, is not the same as do­ing your due dili­gence or be­ing pre­sented un­bi­ased, well-re­searched facts by your “haters,” who might ac­tu­ally have a point or two.

I joined Re­juvinat for con­nec­tion, to com­bat lone­li­ness, to fix some­thing in my­self that I thought was miss­ing, to help con­trib­ute to my fam­ily, to bet­ter my­self and oth­ers. Yet, by do­ing so, I was com­plicit in hurt­ing many peo­ple. I was trapped in a cul­ture of my own mak­ing. And even when I saw that I wasn’t help­ing ev­ery­one, I ra­tio­nal­ized by in­sist­ing that I was help­ing my­self, and a few oth­ers, just enough to make it all okay.

Even the most “woke” among the Re­juvinat con­sul­tants, who have “Black Lives Mat­ter” signs dis­played in front of their homes, clutch their pearls at my dis­cus­sion of white supremacy, likely scared to ac­knowl­edge their own com­plic­ity in the sys­tem.

And this is the rea­son that MLMs up­hold white supremacy. We live in a world where we par­tic­i­pate, not be­cause we be­lieve in the sys­tem, but be­cause, by virtue of our white­ness, we’ve in­her­ited the sys­tem. To leave it, you have to re­nounce it, like a cit­i­zen­ship, and that is very hard to do. It’s hard to walk away from a pay­check, even when you know it’s hurt­ing peo­ple.

And it’s not to say that a fi­nan­cial buy-in to a con­nec­tion is a bad thing. Gyms, or­ga­ni­za­tions, and even meetup groups need money flow­ing through them to work! But look at the way the money flows: Is it go­ing to pay for a lease and ex­er­cise equip­ment, or an on­line plat­form to cover the cost of in­struc­tors and teach­ers, as well as other ad­min­is­tra­tive tasks? Com­pletely dif­fer­ent from pay­ing mem­bers in­side the or­ga­ni­za­tion, as an MLM does. And look at who ben­e­fits from the money be­ing paid: Is ev­ery­one be­ing paid fairly within the or­ga­ni­za­tion? Look at the op­tions for peo­ple who don’t have money: Are there schol­ar­ships or slid­ing-scale op­tions?

The way to find true con­nec­tion is to meet in a com­mu­nity where it’s avail­able to ev­ery­one who wants to ac­cess to it. Heal­ing lone­li­ness by join­ing an MLM makes you a per­pe­tra­tor, and your help­less­ness to en­act real change and the be­lief that you are cre­at­ing real con­nec­tion will keep you stuck in a hi­er­ar­chy that re­wards a few at the ex­pense of many.

Get­ting out seemed im­pos­si­ble, but for me, it was the re­spon­si­ble thing to do. It wasn’t enough for me to go on au­topi­lot, col­lect a check, and slowly do less work, which I tried for a long time; I was still com­plicit in the sys­tem. I had to fully leave, quit, stop fi­nan­cially ben­e­fit­ing, and speak about my ex­pe­ri­ence. And de­spite los­ing thou­sands of boss­babe ac­quain­tances be­cause of it, I do be­lieve I have an au­then­tic con­nec­tion in my life now.

The sen­ti­ments from my friends echo what I now un­der­stand. My friend Amanda, who dis­tanced her­self from me when I joined Re­juvinat, sent me a mes­sage af­ter I an­nounced that I’d quit. “I had my own opin­ions about the women who you were join­ing, but I didn’t say any­thing. And then, it was wild to see you get in SO DEEP. The gowns, the car, the bizarre same­ness of the women in­volved. I felt like you were be­ing brain­washed and shar­ing it for all of us to see. I’m so happy you’re shar­ing your story. Cheers with fizzy wa­ter!”

An­other woman who used to be on my team said, “You were in­tense. You were ab­so­lutely all in. Do­ing the in­ten­sive work­shops, the push and the drive. It was a wild, trau­matic world. And yet, I still wanted to be at the top, de­spite los­ing money. I’m so glad I got out, and I’m so glad you are out, too!”

My con­nec­tion with those who were never in the MLM is more au­then­tic than be­fore. There was al­ways a lin­ger­ing fear among oth­ers that I was go­ing to con­stantly be sell­ing them some­thing, the prod­ucts or the busi­ness, and that I al­ways had an ul­te­rior mo­tive. My friend Brid­get told me, “I feel like I fi­nally have you back,” af­ter I quit. My mom ex­pressed her re­lief as well. My brother gave me an “I told you so,” as only a brother can. Smart-ass.

My re­la­tion­ships with my hus­band and kids are stronger than ever. With­out the pres­sures of Re­juvinat, trav­el­ing, or the fi­nan­cial stress, a space was cleared for us to con­tinue to work on our own re­la­tion­ship and fam­ily sys­tem. The pan­demic and the changes in our em­ploy­ment al­lowed us to pri­or­i­tize what we re­ally wanted. We moved out of the hus­tle and bus­tle of the city to a qui­eter, less-pop­u­lated area, with more space to just be to­gether as a fam­ily unit. We moved closer to my par­ents, since the dis­tance of the pan­demic made us re­al­ize how im­por­tant our ex­tended re­la­tion­ships were. To­day, I spend more time in real life with my loved ones and share much less about it on so­cial me­dia. I didn’t re­al­ize what an im­po­si­tion it was to con­stantly put my kids “on stage” on­line, and how much I was miss­ing by al­ways be­ing be­hind my phone cam­era, stag­ing the per­fect shot. To­day, we soak up ev­ery mem­ory, in­stead of prov­ing to the world that we are mak­ing them.

What I was seek­ing nearly a decade ago has fi­nally been found. And ac­tu­ally, it was there all along. I didn’t need an­other dis­trac­tion from lone­li­ness, or a numb­ing agent, or even a fake sense of pur­pose beau­ti­fully pack­aged in a Re­juvinat box. I needed to em­brace the re­la­tion­ships around me, lean into them, strip away the lay­ers that were wear­ing me down, and hold the hands of peo­ple who ac­cepted me just as I was. I hap­pily shed the ti­tle of boss­babe for re­cov­ery ad­vo­cate, trad­ing in She-EO for (pretty) good cit­i­zen and re­nounc­ing my fem­pire for the sweet com­fort of my fam­ily. And I’ve never felt like more of a boss.




Post­script

I’m of­ten asked if I think MLMs should be il­le­gal. The an­swer is, I don’t know. I do know that in other coun­tries with stronger con­sumer pro­tec­tions, MLMs don’t pros­per. In the United States, we need more con­sumer pro­tec­tion, but as I’ve al­ready men­tioned, there is so much money and power po­lit­i­cally tied up in the MLM in­dus­try that I don’t think MLMs will ever cease to ex­ist. The dou­ble-edged sword of so­cial me­dia has helped MLMs pros­per, and yet, it’s also helped the anti-MLM move­ment grow. As more women get burned and feel com­fort­able speak­ing out, I do be­lieve that more of us will ed­u­cate our­selves from sources out­side the com­mer­cial cult, and re­al­ize that MLMs, at the very least, can be a ter­ri­ble fi­nan­cial de­ci­sion.

I per­son­ally be­lieve that the mul­ti­level struc­ture should be changed to sin­gle-level only, no re­cruit­ing. I would never have been wrapped up in some­thing so deeply, been pub­licly brain­washed with trips and gifts and Face­book livestreams, if I were sim­ply sell­ing a prod­uct and mak­ing a profit. In­stead, I was sell­ing a dream and col­lect­ing peo­ple. I was sell­ing an ide­ol­ogy, an im­age of suc­cess that was in­her­ently tied to the myth of Amer­i­can ex­cep­tion­al­ism, with fan­girling and ego boost­ing that had me so en­veloped, more than any other “day job,” per­sonal re­la­tion­ship, or hobby has ever done. And as a stay-at-home par­ent, I was un­der­stand­ably at­tracted to a cul­ture that of­fered a salve to my lone­li­ness. I was so en­grossed in the MLM world, for years, that I did noth­ing to change the MLM cul­ture. I was fo­cused on stay­ing afloat in the sea of FOMO, even when I started re­al­iz­ing that it was de­struc­tive in so many ways.

To break free, I had to ed­u­cate my­self on how the MLM’s be­hav­iors mim­icked cults. By con­tin­u­ing to ref­er­ence the BITE Model, I was able to slowly un­der­stand how I’d been in­flu­enced so deeply.

Through be­hav­ior con­trol, I started be­hav­ing dif­fer­ently, even dress­ing dif­fer­ently, and sur­rounded my­self with dif­fer­ent peo­ple. I re­al­ized how Con­ven­tion and month-end mad­ness ma­nip­u­lated my sched­ule and de­prived me of sleep. I rec­og­nized how my leisure time and fam­ily time were re­stricted by the con­sid­er­able amount of time spent on group in­doc­tri­na­tion. I was pushed and pulled con­stantly by re­wards and pun­ish­ments, and sub­ject to rules and reg­u­la­tions that worked to in­still my de­pen­dence.

Through in­for­ma­tion con­trol, I was de­ceived by de­lib­er­ately with­held in­for­ma­tion and lies about the busi­ness model and shown only cult-gen­er­ated ma­te­ri­als and pro­pa­ganda. I was kept busy to dis­cour­age crit­i­cal think­ing and was placed in a hi­er­ar­chy to com­part­men­tal­ize in­for­ma­tion at dif­fer­ent lev­els in the pyra­mid. I was en­cour­aged to share in­for­ma­tion about my per­sonal life and un­bur­den my­self of my “sins,” which served to dis­solve my iden­tity bound­aries.

Through thought con­trol, I adopted a very black-and-white way of think­ing, or­ga­niz­ing peo­ple into us-ver­sus-them cat­e­gories and adopt­ing the MLM’s re­al­ity as my own. I be­came my com­pany ti­tle and used loaded lan­guage to stop crit­i­cal thoughts and con­struc­tive crit­i­cism, from my­self and oth­ers. I used de­nial, ra­tio­nal­iza­tion, and jus­ti­fi­ca­tion to stay aligned with the com­pany and the peo­ple in it.

And through emo­tional con­trol, I blocked my in­tu­itive feel­ings, be­liev­ing that my suc­cess or fail­ure was com­pletely my do­ing. I had a deep fear of be­ing shunned by the peo­ple in the MLM, and the ex­tremes of emo­tional highs and lows from love bomb­ing and pub­lic sham­ing kept me stuck in be­liev­ing there was no le­git­i­mate rea­son to leave.

And I placed all of these con­trol­ling be­hav­iors and feel­ings on other peo­ple, as well. I was a com­mer­cial cult vic­tim, and a per­pe­tra­tor.

If you are read­ing this book to help a loved one, I hope it can be of some use to you. I also hope that it will help you ed­u­cate your­self on why peo­ple get so caught up in MLMs. Please try to un­der­stand where they are com­ing from. Please know that they gen­uinely love their in­volve­ment, and that re­act­ing crit­i­cally about an MLM will likely push them fur­ther away. As with any cult in­doc­tri­na­tion, con­fronting some­one will be po­ten­tially harm­ful and alien­at­ing. They will feel per­son­ally in­sulted. Don’t bar­rage them with rea­sons why they’re wrong. Ask them ques­tions. Ask them if they un­der­stand toxic pos­i­tiv­ity, and how it can keep peo­ple bound to some­thing—a doc­trine, a busi­ness, a way of life—with­out them nec­es­sar­ily know­ing.

Once they un­der­stand toxic pos­i­tiv­ity, they can look back on their own ex­pe­ri­ences and rec­og­nize that the dream they were sold, com­plete with trite mo­ti­va­tional slo­gans, was an emo­tional ma­nip­u­la­tion tac­tic to keep them silent and com­plicit. This makes it eas­ier to un­der­stand that it isn’t their fault when (not if) they fail. Yet iron­i­cally, fail­ure might make some peo­ple stauncher be­liev­ers than skep­tics. If that is the case, ask them if they’ve ever done a profit and loss state­ment. Per­haps ask them if their in­volve­ment in the MLM has changed any friend­ships, even if you al­ready know it has. Ask them if their up­line lead­ers ex­tend their “friend­ship” at any other time than month-end to keep num­bers in check, or if they re­ceive gifts and other love bombs in lieu of profit. Sim­ply ask; don’t judge. Be kind, and pa­tient. Know that they might come around, or they might not. I had plenty of peo­ple try to talk sense into me. I wouldn’t hear it for a long time. Now I hear it, and I speak it. Give grace and have hope.

I want to re­it­er­ate that, no mat­ter how I might come across in this book, I don’t dis­like peo­ple who join MLMs. Far from it. I pro­foundly un­der­stand them, even the Kim­berlys of the world. If you’re a proud boss­babe, I didn’t write this book to call you out or to de­nounce your be­hav­ior, but rather, to shine a light on how it could be dif­fer­ent. Per­haps you can eval­u­ate your own val­ues, goals, and pri­or­i­ties to un­der­stand how you want to be spend­ing your time and what kind of per­son you want to be. Look at your so­cial me­dia posts, the lan­guage you use, the cut-and-pasted scripts from your up­line, and see them through a dif­fer­ent lens. Do they feel good? Au­then­tic? If not, why? Ask your­self if you’re squash­ing your own in­tu­ition in fa­vor of the mes­sages be­ing fed to you by your com­pany or team mem­bers. Per­haps you can have em­pa­thy and un­der­stand­ing for women who have done their (ac­tual) re­search. And by re­search, I mean from some­one other than you or the MLM, be­cause you are an in­her­ently bi­ased source.

If you picked up this book be­cause you have a nag­ging feel­ing that some­thing isn’t right; or you cringe when you send generic, scripted cold mes­sages but send them any­way; or you have quit or your com­pany has ter­mi­nated or si­lenced you through threats of law­suits or vague NDAs and tiny print on poli­cies and pro­ce­dures; or you were pres­sured to join de­spite your bet­ter judg­ment and re­gret it ev­ery day, please know that you’re not alone.

I’ve listed re­sources at the back of this book, but the list is not ex­haus­tive. They are abun­dant, and new re­sources are pop­ping up ev­ery day. Typ­i­cally, any­thing listed as “anti-MLM” will have sto­ries and cau­tion­ary tales of other women in MLMs, or facts and fig­ures about why they are harm­ful. There are other books, work­books, YouTube chan­nels, In­sta­gram ac­counts, Red­dit pages, blog posts, and more. Some may res­onate more than oth­ers, so use per­sonal agency, in­gest them at your own pace, and keep an open mind. And be aware of your own po­ten­tial for black-and-white thoughts, so you don’t swing com­pletely to the other side with­out crit­i­cal think­ing. You can be­come cult­like with any­thing, in­clud­ing anti-MLM ed­u­ca­tion, be­liefs, or ad­vo­cacy. Iden­tify the need within your­self to find com­plete al­le­giance and align­ment with one spe­cific move­ment, with­out any nu­ance—ba­si­cally, the same think­ing that got you roped into the MLM in the first place.

Maybe you’re trapped in a ter­ri­ble sys­tem but feel stuck be­cause you rely on the in­come or the dis­tant dream of some­day “re­tir­ing your hus­band.” Maybe, like me, you hate the cul­ture of the MLM but feel too guilty to leave be­cause you brought so many peo­ple into it. Maybe you never could have af­forded the busi­ness kit with­out putting it on a credit card or bor­row­ing money from a friend—and thanks to cap­i­tal­ism and the white-su­prem­a­cist rhetoric of the pros­per­ity gospel, you sank fur­ther into debt be­cause of it. Or maybe you’re some­one who made it this far and still hap­pily shills your MLM prod­ucts day in and day out and picked up this book out of mor­bid cu­rios­ity. Maybe you’re Kim­berly.

I see you.

All of you.

And I thank you for read­ing my story.
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Re­sources

Please note: There are dozens of web­sites, In­sta­gram ac­counts, YouTube chan­nels, and other in­for­ma­tion on the topic. This is not a per­sonal en­dorse­ment of these cre­ators, or their pol­i­tics, lives, af­fil­i­a­tions, or oth­er­wise. This is sim­ply a list of the re­sources that I have used in my re­search, in my exit from my MLM, and those that use fac­tual, ev­i­dence-based in­for­ma­tion in their con­tent. Use per­sonal agency.

Le­gal/Con­sumer-Pro­tec­tion Re­sources and How to Re­port


	Com­pe­ti­tion and Con­sumer Pro­tec­tion Agen­cies World­wide: https://www.ftc.gov/pol­icy/in­ter­na­tional/com­pe­ti­tion-con­sumer-pro­tec­tion-au­thor­i­ties-world­wide

	Con­sumer Fraud Re­port­ing: A re­source to pro­tect your­self and re­port the lat­est frauds, scams, spams, fakes, iden­tity theft hacks, and hoaxes. http://www.con­sumer­frau­dreport­ing.org/MLM.php

	Fed­eral Trade Com­mis­sion—Con­sumer Ad­vice: Money-Mak­ing Op­por­tu­ni­ties and In­vest­ments: Learn how to spot the signs of busi­ness coach­ing schemes, in­vest­ment scams, and other scams that prom­ise a big pay­off. https://con­sumer.ftc.gov/jobs-and-mak­ing-money/money-mak­ing-op­por­tu­ni­ties-and-in­vest­ments

	Fed­eral Trade Com­mis­sion: Re­port false in­come and health claims. https://re­port­fraud.ftc.gov

	Na­tional As­so­ci­a­tion of At­tor­neys Gen­eral, Find my AG. Re­port scams and schemes to your state At­tor­ney Gen­eral’s of­fice. https://www.naag.org/find-my-ag

	Open States Find Your Leg­is­la­tor. Look up your leg­is­la­tor so you can urge them to take ac­tion against scams. https://open­states.org/find­_y­our_leg­is­la­tor

	Small Busi­ness Ad­min­is­tra­tion Com­plaint Sub­mis­sion Form: Sub­mit a com­plaint to the SBA about PPP loan fraud. https://sbax.sba.gov/oigcss



Books


	200% of Noth­ing: An Eye-Open­ing Tour through the Twists and Turns of Math Abuse and In­nu­mer­acy by A. K. Dewd­ney

	All That Glit­ters Is Not God: Break­ing Free from the Sweet De­ceit of Multi-level Mar­ket­ing by Athena Dean

	Amway Mo­ti­va­tional Or­ga­ni­za­tions: Be­hind the Smoke and Mir­rors by Ruth Carter

	Com­bat­ing Mind Con­trol by Steven Has­san

	Con­sumed by Suc­cess: Reach­ing the Top and Find­ing That God Wasn’t There by Athena Dean

	Cultish: The Lan­guage of Fa­nati­cism by Amanda Mon­tell

	Cut­ting Ties: Heal­ing af­ter MLM by Megan C. Williams

	False Prof­its: Seek­ing Fi­nan­cial and Spir­i­tual De­liv­er­ance in Multi-level Mar­ket­ing and Pyra­mid Schemes by Robert L. Fitz­Patrick and Joyce K. Reynolds

	Free­dom of Mind: Help­ing Loved Ones Leave Con­trol­ling Peo­ple, Cults, and Be­liefs by Steven Has­san

	Mer­chants of De­cep­tion: An In­sider’s Chill­ing Look at the World­wide, Multi-bil­lion Dol­lar Con­spir­acy of Lies That Is Amway and Its Mo­ti­va­tional Or­ga­ni­za­tions by Eric Scheibeler

	Ponzi­nomics: The Un­told Story of Multi-level Mar­ket­ing by Robert L. Fitz­Patrick

	Scarred: The True Story of How I Es­caped NX­IVM, the Cult That Bound My Life by Sarah Ed­mond­son with Kris­tine Gas­barre



Web­sites


	I Got Out: A con­sor­tium of cult sur­vivors. http://Ig­otout.org

	Free­dom of Mind: Steven Has­san’s BITE Model. https://free­do­mof­mind.com/cult-mind-con­trol/bite-model

	MLM-TheTruth: Re­search and anal­y­sis of MLMs by Dr. Jon Tay­lor. https://mlm-thetruth.com

	MLM­Change.org: Pro­mot­ing Mean­ing­ful, In­cre­men­tal, and Sys­temic Change in an In­her­ently Preda­tory Busi­ness Struc­ture. https://mlm­change.org

	Quack­watch, the Skep­ti­cal Guide to Mul­ti­level Mar­ket­ing: A co­pi­ous list of ar­ti­cles, vic­tim re­ports, and gov­ern­ment reg­u­la­tory ac­tion, op­er­ated by Stephen Bar­rett, MD. https://quack­watch.org/mlm

	Tal­ented Ladies Club: Mul­ti­ple ar­ti­cles about MLMs. https://www.tal­ent­ed­ladi­esclub.com/?s=mlm

	The Anti-MLM Coali­tion: UK-based site shar­ing in­for­ma­tion about the MLM in­dus­try, with facts, re­search and tes­ti­monies. https://mlmtruth.org



Pod­casts


	A Lit­tle Bit Culty

	Cof­fee and Cults

	Cult Liter with Spencer Henry

	Cult or Just Weird: Sea­son 1, Episodes 9 and 10

	Cult Pod­cast

	The Cult Vault

	Down­line

	The Dream: Sea­son 1

	From Huns to Hu­mans

	Hey Hun, You Woke Up! Vic­tim Voices

	Il­le­gal Ten­der: Sea­son 4

	iil­lu­minaugh­tii

	In­doc­tri­Na­tion: Sea­son 2, Episode 4 (“Es­cape from NX­IVM”)

	The In­flu­ence Con­tin­uum with Dr. Steven Has­san

	Life af­ter MLM

	Main­te­nance Phase

	Per­sua­sion Pitch

	Ponzi­nomics 101

	Sci­en­tol­ogy: Fair Game

	Sounds Like a Cult

	That’s a Cult? Episode 2

	Trust Me: Cults, Ex­treme Be­lief, and Ma­nip­u­la­tion

	Was I In A Cult?



Movies/Doc­u­men­taries


	BBC Se­crets of the Multi-level Mil­lion­aires

	Bet­ting on Zero

	Lu­LaRich

	The Vow

	(Un)Well



YouTube Chan­nels


	Amat J. Williams

	Chelsea Suarez

	Cruel World Happy Mind

	Deanna Mims

	Erin Bies

	Han­nah Alonzo: Anti-MLM & Scam Com­men­tary

	iil­lu­minaugh­tii

	Is­abella Lanter: Scam Com­men­tary

	Jes­sica Hick­son: Re­tired Hun­bot

	Josie Naikoi: Not the Good Girl

	Julie Jo: Com­men­tary, Re­ac­tion, Anti-scam

	Keya’s World

	Kiki Chanel

	Kyla James

	Roberta Blevins

	Sa­van­nah Marie: Anti-MLM Com­men­tary

	Savy Writes Books

	The An­ti­Bot
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