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Here are the new little Machiavellians, practicing their personable crafts for hire and for the profit of others, according to rules laid down by those above them. 

—C Wright Mills, White Collar, 1951




MONIQUE
YEAR: 2013
RANK: independent beauty consultant
TIME IN MARY KAY COSMETICS: 1 day
MONEY SPENT: $118
When Monique looks back on the night she decided to join Mary Kay, she remembers being hungry.
She was thirty-six in 2013, fresh out of the United States Air Force after sixteen years, and living in Tallahassee, Florida, where she knew almost no one. She was having trouble adjusting to civilian life and felt lost without the routine of a military base. She was sleeping fifteen hours a day in her small, hot apartment, subsisting off peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, spending more money on food for her ninety-pound bulldog, Lucky, than on herself. Bill collectors were calling her cell phone, when she could afford to have it working. Her only source of income were her retirement checks from the military, but that was only $1,200 a month. Barely enough to cover rent. Monique knew she needed to find work, soon, but every lead she chased turned out to be a dead end.
Then Monique met Linette, a Mary Kay Independent Beauty Consultant, at a business networking group event in Tallahassee. Monique wasn’t actually a member of the group—she didn’t even have a job yet, let alone a business—but she had subbed for an acquaintance who was, taking his place a few times when he was out of town. Monique eventually subbed for Linette, too, and to thank her, Linette offered to give her a free facial. Monique declined. I don’t know nothing about a facial, she thought.
Monique had heard of Mary Kay but she didn’t really understand what it was—she just knew Linette always had on a full face of makeup. Monique barely even wore lipstick at the time. But Linette wore her down, catching up to her one day after another event, pink Mary Kay planner in hand. When can we meet for your facial?
When they finally did, Monique thought that Linette would at least be touching her face, but Mary Kay beauty consultants are not required to be licensed cosmetologists. The “facial” Linette offered was actually a demonstration of a skincare and makeup routine using Mary Kay products, conducted in a small office that served as the local Mary Kay consultants’ studio. Monique sat in a chair in front of a cosmetic mirror while Linette told her how to wash her face and apply toner, then moisturizer. Then she showed her where to sweep the primer, foundation, blush, and eye shadow. It was a little strange, though the pampering felt nice enough. Sitting there facing each other, Monique felt like Linette’s opposite: a tall, broad-shouldered, Black military tomboy where Linette was short and white and always wore a skirt suit. Though Monique couldn’t really afford it—the products were expensive—she bought a few items, to be polite. She mostly found the whole experience awkward.
A few days later, Linette told Monique she was eligible for a free gift and invited her to come back to the studio to get it during a party. The studio, called the Pink Cadi Shack, was located in a drab, nondescript office park in a suburb east of Tallahassee. The consultants all paid a membership fee to cover the rent. Back for a second time, Monique got to really look around the place, which wasn’t drab at all on the inside: The walls were painted in Mary Kay’s signature blush pink and black colors and adorned with quotes from Mary Kay Ash, who had founded the company in 1963. “You begin that journey toward success by following two rules: No 1. Get started. No. 2. Don’t Quit,” one read. Photos of the petite Ash, with her kind smile and large blond bouffant, looking like a combination of Dolly Parton and Nancy Reagan, as well as a photo of her legendary pink Cadillac, hung nearby. String lights twinkled on the walls and someone had put on the Pointer Sisters’ “I’m So Excited.” It was a completely different world from the air force bases where Monique had lived for a decade and a half, and from her stuffy apartment. Crucially, she remembers, there was pizza at the party, piles of pies spread out over the kitchen, free for the taking. Her stomach rumbled. “So I’m, like, looking at the pizza and I’m just, like, man, this is kind of nice,” she told me. “They’re dancing and they’re having fun and they’re laughing.”
Most of the women at the Pink Cadi Shack were, like Linette, decked out in a heavy layer of makeup and wearing blazers with matching skirts. Some of them had red jackets, signifying they had reached the first real rung of Mary Kay leadership. Only 6 percent of Mary Kay consultants get to Red Jacket status; you have to have at least three other consultants working under you, recruits who make up part of what is called your “downline.”
Especially glamorous was one consultant named Rose, with a short, spunky haircut and a high voice. She said she was also, like Linette, something called an Independent Sales Director. Rose explained that Sales Director was one of the highest levels of Mary Kay, a very special rank—she and Linette accordingly wore special plaid skirt suits that only directors could wear. As a Sales Director, Rose had hundreds of women in her downline. Rose was their “upline.” Rose drove a pink Cadillac of her own, paid for by the company, she said, referring to it as a “free car.” She wore a diamond cocktail ring and a Swarovski crystal brooch, and she had long, shiny nails. She had a positive energy Monique found magnetic.
Eventually, at the party, Rose went to the front of the room and addressed the women who had not yet signed up for “the Mary Kay opportunity.” In Mary Kay, she said, a consultant makes an income off not just her own sales but the sales of the women on her “team.” She said Mary Kay was the reason she had the rings, the nails, and the car. Rose said she had received a $12,700 commission check in one month alone, money that had changed her life after her husband had divorced her and left her with nothing. “National Sales Director” really stood for “Never Stop Dreaming.” Monique was amazed by how exciting Mary Kay made Rose’s life seem, drinking champagne on yachts, traveling on paid vacations, winning iPads and jewelry and even a fur coat. Even though Rose sold Mary Kay cosmetics, she explained that, because she was an independent contractor, she owned her own business. She worked for herself. She showed how a new beauty consultant could make $2,500 in just one month. I want to be there, I want to be one of them, Monique thought, looking up at Rose, Linette, and the other Mary Kay ladies at the front of the room.
At the end of her presentation, Rose said it was time to pray. Monique leapt up from her seat—since leaving the military, she had been trying to go to church more. She had been raised Baptist in a small city in Georgia and though her family was never particularly devout, she thought finding God again might help her feel a little less adrift. Mary Kay is an explicitly Christian company; prayer is part of the pitch. “God first, family second, career third” goes the motto.
Monique went back to her apartment and to Lucky that night feeling full and optimistic for the first time in months. She had been wondering who she was going to be, and Mary Kay had given her an answer. Her life up to this point had been full of hard edges, and here was a soft, pink place to land. She signed up for the $99 Mary Kay starter kit, a package containing brochures, product samples, and some full-size items that she could keep herself or get started selling to customers. All new consultants are required to buy one. Monique charged the kit to her credit card, around $118 with tax and shipping. She decided that her goal would be that $2,500. That’s all she would try to make, at first. It would more than double her income.
Just shy of ten years and thousands and thousands of her own dollars later, I met Monique for the first time on a video call. She was sitting in a room in her house, still in Tallahassee, surrounded by Mary Kay products, boxes arranged in precarious stacks in her closets and along her walls like the skyline of a pink cardboard city. At that point, she was so desperate to get rid of the bottles and compacts she was giving them away. She couldn’t even use the makeup herself anymore. It had started to give her hives, her face breaking out in red splotches when anything Mary Kay hit her skin. “And I kid you not,” she said, shaking her head. “I never saw that $2,500 commission check. Never did.”



Introduction
NOT NOT A PYRAMID SCHEME

On a crisp, sunny morning in September 2023, a smiling collection of men in suits and women in dresses gathered for a group photo on the steps of the United States Capitol. They were members of the Direct Selling Association, the American trade organization of an eighty-year-old, multibillion-dollar, world-spanning phenomenon also known as multilevel marketing, or MLM. The association was there, declared Joseph Mariano, its jovial, white-bearded, bespectacled president at the time, to “tell the story of direct selling,” which is also the story of MLM.
That story typically goes like this: MLM is a unique type of person-to-person commerce that traces its roots all the way back to the colonial era, when the humble “Yankee peddler” wheeled his rickety cart of wares between the earliest households of America. The peddler evolved over the following two centuries into the trench-coat-clad, briefcase-carrying traveling salesman, hawking encyclopedias, irons, and vacuum cleaners to housewives.
Now the housewives are the salespeople. Of the 6.7 million Americans who participate in MLM, by the Direct Selling Association or DSA’s count, 75 percent are women. Instead of going door-to-door, they trawl the aisles of Target and the carpool line, and they go live on Facebook and Instagram, offering everything from makeup, vitamins, supplements, weight loss shakes, nail polish, clothing, and shampoo to insurance, real estate, water filters, books, wine, sex toys, and cryptocurrency investment advice. The DSA represents ninety or so MLMs, including the oldest and most well-known companies, ones you may have heard of like Mary Kay, Amway, Herbalife, Nu Skin, Avon, Shaklee, Primerica, Tupperware, and CUTCO. But there are around seven hundred or more operating in the United States at any moment (give or take the handful that go bankrupt, collapse, or are shut down by law enforcement every so often), and there are many thousands more internationally, across every continent.
MLM participants are not employees. They are independent contractors, and they sell whenever and wherever they want, just not in a store—that’s the direct-selling part. They can also make money off their recruits, the recruits of their recruits, and so on, and on—hence the term “multilevel.” These conditions make the industry, according to the industry itself, an embodiment of the entrepreneurial American spirit at its purest and finest: With a low start-up cost, a skillful salesperson who sets her own hours and reports only to herself can build an empire of people working under her, no matter her circumstances, assuming she works hard enough. Her fate is in her ultimate control.
The DSA members on the steps looked just like any other special interest group with a headquarters on K Street during a day of lobbying on the Hill. They posed for photos outside the offices of the dozens of politicians with whom they met, like Senator Marsha Blackburn of Tennessee and Representative Kevin McCarthy of California. They took selfies with the dome of the Rotunda in the background. They were there to celebrate what they said was more than $40 billion in sales in 2022, more than Americans spent on legal cannabis in the same year, and almost as much as they did on pizza. Some MLMs are profitable enough to be traded on the New York Stock Exchange; Warren Buffett owns one called Pampered Chef. One MLM called ACN, which sells telecommunications services, had a celebrity spokesperson in the form of Donald Trump, a few years before he became the forty-fifth president of the United States. Direct selling, based on the story its evangelists tell every year at the Capitol, would seem to be a perfectly legitimate if idiosyncratic industry, a small but mighty sector of the American consumer economy, enacting a practice nearly as old as the United States itself.
“We were able to keep from going back on food stamps and state assistance because of this opportunity,” one woman told her congressional representatives that day. She worked for a company that sold a health beverage with “microbiome support” called “Pink Drink.” She and her fellow direct sellers, she wrote on Facebook after her visit to the Capitol, had become better moms, friends, and wives—better women—thanks to multilevel marketing. “You get out of this opportunity what you put in. It’s not magic, it’s hard work and perseverance with no limits.”
If the story of multilevel marketing sounds too good to be true, that’s because it is. The parable of homespun Yankee ingenuity and the power of free enterprise that MLM has been telling for the better part of a century contains inventions and elisions that have gone largely unchecked through fourteen U.S. presidential administrations and may constitute one of the most devastating, long-running scams in modern history. To even try to understand it requires untangling many decades of industry propaganda and camouflage, starting with the very concept that would seem to be the cornerstone of a business called direct selling: sales.
In multilevel marketing, the word sales doesn’t mean what it typically means. Instead, it represents an impressive feat of doublespeak: The $40-plus billion in “sales” with which the industry purports to make up its value are, in reality, purchases made by its own sellers. No one actually knows how much real customers spent on anything via direct selling, in 2022 or any other year, nor how many customers there were at all. The Direct Selling Association does not keep track of this data on an industry-wide level, nor do individual MLM companies, nor does any kind of regulator.
What the industry does know is how much the people enrolled in multilevel-marketing programs spent on products themselves, the sales from MLM companies to their participants. Anything they say about what happens after, including whether the products participants bought are actually resold, is essentially made up. MLM simply assumes that its participants sold all those products and made a profit, then reports these purchases, what they bought, as what they sold. Then, finally, it calls this approximation “direct retail sales.” And just like that, the sector becomes nearly as robust a “retail” industry as the cannabis or pizza business, something to be celebrated on the Capitol steps.
Consider how it works for just one participant in one company, like Monique in Mary Kay Cosmetics. After Monique bought her starter kit, she was brought back to the Pink Cadi Shack again by her upline Linette, who explained that Monique would need to place her first wholesale order of Mary Kay products. Keeping inventory wasn’t mandatory, Linette said, but the most successful consultants typically started by spending $1,800, an amount called a “star consultant” order. “You can’t sell from an empty wagon,” Linette said. Monique did what she advised, charging the $1,800 to her credit card like she did her starter kit. It was almost $2,200 with tax and shipping.
In Mary Kay, the $1,800 wholesale order Monique placed, $1,800 she couldn’t really afford, is called “production.” A consultant’s production total is used to calculate her “personal retail sales,” which, in Mary Kay, comes out to around double, since Mary Kay consultants buy products at a 50 percent discount. It is assumed that if a consultant buys, say, a Mary Kay TimeWise Repair lotion for $9, she sells it for $18, and Mary Kay reports that $9 purchase, her wholesale “production,” as an $18 “retail sale.”
So the $1,800 worth of products Monique bought herself was immediately recorded as $3,600 in “personal retail sales” by Mary Kay, no matter if the products ever left Monique’s living room, which, for reasons not unique to Monique, many of them never did. Mary Kay’s compensation plan has incentives at every one of its eleven ranks to increase personal retail sales—purchases by the company’s consultants. Moving up requires that a consultant add team members to her downline, to recruit people under her who are also induced to increase their production, or to buy more.
The DSA calculates industry-wide sales using a similar method of guesswork, taking a company’s profits and dividing it by 75 percent to arrive at an inflated “retail sales” amount. Using that formula, one could estimate that, in reality, rather than $40 billion in retail sales to customers in 2022, DSA member companies made $30.375 billion from sales to their own participants via multilevel marketing. Any retail sales that happened after are purely hypothetical.
And yet, the 7 million or so buyers in MLM, if the industry’s numbers are to be believed, are not called customers. They are called consultants, or distributors, reps, partners, managers, and other corporate sales-inflected euphemisms—titles that connote their roles as saleswomen, as people who make a living from MLM. The participants refer to themselves as bosses, entrepreneurs. In the eyes of the federal government, multilevel marketers are 1099 freelancers, based on the tax form they fill out every year. Multilevel marketing is supposed to be, in theory at least, a similar type of contract work, not a full-time job, but an income opportunity. MLM offers “a low-risk path to entrepreneurship,” in the words of the DSA.
That MLM is an industry of sellers in concept, and a market of buyers in practice, helps to explain its bleak statistics as an “income opportunity.” American multilevel-marketing companies are not required to disclose average incomes for their contractors, but the ones that do show very, very few people make money in MLM. Mary Kay releases these figures in Canada, where such disclosure is mandatory, in a document called an earnings representation, which says that 85 percent of Mary Kay Independent Beauty Consultants earned zero dollars in commissions in 2022. A further 12.71 percent earn an average of $208 a year, before expenses. The Sales Directors, who make up just 1.91 percent of participants, only make an average $20,907 a year, below the threshold for what qualifies as a low-income household. Virtually every company shares similarly dismal figures, when they share figures at all.
Third-party analyses from outsiders look even worse. A 2011 study of 350 MLMs conducted by Jon M. Taylor, a former contractor for a Utah-based cosmetics and health multilevel company called Nu Skin, found that 99 percent of participants did not just earn nothing, they lost money. A 2016 Federal Trade Commission complaint against nutrition and supplement MLM Herbalife found that the “overwhelming majority of Herbalife Distributors who pursue the business opportunity make little or no money, and a substantial percentage lose money.”
The Direct Selling Association has long had an answer for this multibillion-dollar business in which most people earn nothing: A majority of its contractors are part-time. The only reason they don’t make more money is that they don’t want to. In recent years, this kind of work has been deemed a “side hustle,” something intended to earn extra income, to send a kid to soccer practice or the family on one more vacation. Even as a side hustle, however, MLM’s statistics of success are closer to those of gamblers in a casino than they resemble the results of any work at all, part-time or not.
This resemblance is why MLM companies are perennially plagued by accusations that they are pyramid schemes, a specific kind of fraud similar to the Ponzi. A Ponzi scheme usually operates like this: A promoter promises a fantastic investment vehicle to generate fabulous returns, but is really just paying off old investors with new ones. He requires a constantly replenishing influx of new cash, new marks, in order to keep up the facade of growth before the scheme collapses, which it always does, because the chain can never go on forever. The people eventually run out. For this reason, Ponzi schemes are also described as “endless chain” frauds.
“Pyramid scheme” is a newer term, popularized in the 1970s, for a particular type of endless chain fraud that is pitched as a sales opportunity. Instead of approaching participants as investors, pyramid promoters will tell a recruit that they have an amazing product for them to sell. The opportunity is not only to sell the product, but to recruit others to do the same. In a pyramid scheme, the product acts as a cover for the same type of money transfer that occurs in a Ponzi, from new participants to earlier ones. Those left at the bottom—the losers—make up the majority, compared to a small fraction of winners at the top, forming a pyramid shape. The pyramid scheme, like the Ponzi, relies on a myth of infinite expansion, the endless chain.
As explained by the Federal Trade Commission, under whose purview pyramid schemes (and MLM) fall:
The promoters of a pyramid scheme may try to recruit you with pitches about what you’ll earn. They may say you can change your life—quit your job and even get rich—by selling the company’s products. That’s a lie. Your income would be based mostly on how many people you recruit, not how much product you sell. Pyramid schemes are set up to encourage everyone to keep recruiting people to keep a constant stream of new distributors—and their money—flowing into the business.
A “legitimate” multilevel marketing company, the FTC declares, is not a pyramid scheme. However, some MLMs are illegal pyramid schemes. And some pyramid schemes, the FTC dutifully notes, can look “remarkably” like legitimate MLMs. (OneCoin, one of the world’s largest cryptocurrency frauds, shut down by the FBI in 2019, was promoted as an MLM, for example, as was NXIVM, the personal development cult led by Keith Raniere.) Differentiating between legitimate multilevel marketing and pyramid schemes requires a lengthy section on the commission’s website. “If the MLM is not a pyramid scheme,” it reads, in bold, “it will pay you based on your sales to retail customers, without having to recruit new distributors.” And yet these sales across the industry are fictions, self-regulated and self-reported. They are fantasies of accounting.
Even when they aren’t pyramid schemes, the Federal Trade Commission warns, “most people who join legitimate MLMs make little or no money. Some of them lose money.”
Attempts to define legitimate multilevel marketing against the pyramid scheme only inspire more questions. What kind of “business” involves millions of people buying things with their own money, calls that “selling,” and calls those people “sellers”? What kind of business requires its own section on a government website explaining the difference between it and fraud—a website that warns people against it even when it isn’t fraud? What kind of business tells its participants signing up is a path to financial freedom when the vast majority who do it lose? How have some of the most powerful, wealthiest people in the world come from it, endorsed it, protected it? And how does it still enroll fresh recruits every single day?
In 2021, I met the one person who has been asking these questions longer than probably anyone else in the world: a man named Robert FitzPatrick, who lives in the verdant Appalachian mountain town of Hot Springs, North Carolina. FitzPatrick has close-cropped white hair and inquisitive, bright-blue eyes, and speaks with the faintest trace of a Southern accent. In 1986, he was in his forties, divorced, living in South Florida, and working in what used to be called the graphic arts industry. FitzPatrick had an undergraduate degree in sociology and had trained in Saul Alinsky’s community-organizing methods in Chicago. In Florida, he became a kind of organizer for independent dealers in graphic arts, the many middleman companies that, back then, used to sell printing supplies like film plates, chemicals, and printers from large manufacturers to customers. He wasn’t rich, but he had a condo and a new car. One day he was approached by a friend about an opportunity. “I can’t tell you what it is,” the friend said. “Just come to this meeting.”
FitzPatrick showed up on a humid night to a gathering of around forty or fifty people, largely other white, upwardly mobile yuppies like him, packed into a condo. “It was electrifying,” FitzPatrick told me when we first spoke. “There are people who’ve suddenly got this cash, they’re waving it around. They’ve got a BMW sitting out front, and they’re flashing diamonds.” What they were offering was entry into a particular club. People had to pay to get in, but once they did, if they played by the rules, they would reap riches beyond their wildest dreams. There was no product on offer; instead, they were pitching a philosophy. “It was a metaphysical view of life in which there is no scarcity,” FitzPatrick described. “There were enormous amounts of money available in the world, but it required a certain faith and belief. Those who wouldn’t get in just lacked that faith.” He paid $1,500 to join the movement.
The movement turned out to be a scam called the “Airplane Game.” It was just a variation on a Ponzi, with new participants paying in and earlier ones cashing out. Various positions in the chain were given names like “passengers” and “pilots.” By the time the Airplane Game got down to Florida, it had already been in Mississippi, California, New York, Colorado, Montreal, Tennessee, Indiana, Texas, Georgia, and South Carolina. It quickly mushroomed and then crumbled as it became harder to find new recruits. FitzPatrick made his $1,500 back, but not the vast riches he had been promised. Authorities eventually arrested a meager handful of the scheme’s promoters.
FitzPatrick couldn’t believe he had been duped. Looking at it another way, though, of course he had. Though he was solidly middle class, he was always worried about paying his bills, because he was self-employed. The world the promoters conjured in their pitch was the opposite: “No more financial insecurity. No more credit card debt, no more mortgage fears, because the system is going to provide for you, for the rest of your life,” FitzPatrick remembered. “And it’s so remarkable that you’ve discovered this, and the people in it are wonderful and everybody’s happy. Everybody’s kind of in love.” Plus, the game’s pitch was not only financial stability, but freedom from worry and self-doubt. FitzPatrick, a one-time Catholic seminary student, was predisposed to soul searching. He had already turned to various offshoots of the Human Potential Movement, from which the Airplane Game had heavily borrowed its self-help style, and had taken “personal development” courses from various gurus. The game combined the excess and materialism of the 1980s with New Age mysticism about self-actualization (in other cities the game had names like “Infinity Process Workshop”).
The fallout from the Airplane Game sunk FitzPatrick’s well-heeled Broward County community into a well of humiliation and disillusionment. Participants had roped in their closest family and friends. The winners and the losers alike slunk away, embarrassed to have either profited or to have been fooled.
But within just a few years, acquaintances began approaching FitzPatrick again with a remarkably similar offer. This time it was to achieve unlimited wealth via a company called National Safety Associates, which ostensibly sold water purification filters. Soon after came another pitch from an outfit called Nu Skin, selling skincare products and nutritional supplements. Then it was Amway, which seemed to sell everything. By the early 1990s, South Florida was inundated with these new sensational opportunities to achieve unlimited wealth. The companies all had different names, but they were all promoting an exciting new business model called multilevel marketing.
“I said, ‘This is a pyramid scheme,’ ” FitzPatrick recalled saying. It seemed so obvious. “And they said ‘Oh, no, no, Bob, this is not a pyramid scheme. This is legal. This is a business. This is direct selling.’ It was the same little virus.”
That little virus would set the course for the rest of FitzPatrick’s life. He began looking into just what exactly “multilevel marketing” was, first as a curiosity, then as an obsession. By 1997, he had coauthored the first book about the MLM industry, False Profits. He would go on to become one of the main members of a niche world of MLM experts, activists, and naysayers who paid close attention to MLM. He would be retained as an expert witness in dozens of lawsuits and pyramid scheme cases, consult with government agencies, speak as a talking head in documentaries and cable news segments, and counsel thousands of Americans about their experiences. He would become a repository for an unrelenting cascade of their stories, their financial losses, their separation from friends and family, their divorces, their suicides.
Yet almost nothing has changed since FitzPatrick was first invited to join that metaphysical plane of plenty in that Florida condo in 1987. “Legitimate multi-level marketing” remains legal, according to the FTC, even as the FTC also warns people against joining. The Direct Selling Association gathers on the Capitol steps for its group photo every year. Congress has never passed a law on pyramid schemes.
Culturally, MLM mostly hums along in the background of American life in a Twilight Zone of weirdness and obscurity. No one knows exactly how many people are involved every year, because industry turnover is staggeringly high, exceeding 50 or even 75 percent for some companies. An AARP study conducted in 2018, one of few third-party surveys on MLM, concluded that 7.7 percent of American adults had tried multilevel marketing at some point, or 17 million people, only a few million behind the number who tried online sports betting, or who were recovering from a substance abuse disorder.
Because participation is class and race stratified, Americans have wildly different exposure to the MLM phenomenon. One 2018 analysis based on FTC data found that higher multilevel marketing participation correlates with counties with a larger share of women who were unable to find work in the traditional labor market. That same study found that Hispanic Americans are overrepresented among MLM participants, making up over 20 percent. Among largely white, Christian stay-at-home mothers and army wives, MLM is endemic. This company, I have heard more than once, took over my whole town. Others, however, are lucky to barely know what these companies are, having only heard of them as retro oddities or bizarro, cringe-inducing hobbies. They have seen them as the punch line on a television show or Saturday Night Live, watched documentary footage of stadiums full of chanting, sobbing participants, or, conversely, listened to former recruits posing among their never-sold inventory of leggings, makeup, or vitamins.
In the media, every so often there is a spasm of interest in multilevel marketing—when hedge fund investor Bill Ackman publicly accused Herbalife of being a pyramid scheme in 2012, for instance, or four years later, when the company was sued in 2016 by the FTC. Occasionally there have been truly hard-hitting examinations of the industry, like John Oliver’s blistering 2016 segment on MLM, or Jane Marie and Dann Gallucci’s 2019 investigative podcast The Dream. Over the years, journalists have reported on MLM’s ties to the Republican Party, most notably in the form of the DeVos and Van Andel families’ heirs to the founders of Amway, Richard DeVos and Jay Van Andel.
One of the oldest and largest multilevel companies, Amway is the world’s most consequential MLM, the subject of a landmark FTC case in the late 1970s that has shaped the behavior of every single company to come after. But attention has tended to follow the money from the DeVos and Van Andel families to various right-wing causes, especially as their prominence has grown, not how the money gets to Amway in the first place. Betsy DeVos, Education secretary during the Trump administration, is Richard DeVos’s daughter-in-law. What Amway actually does, is usually a secondary concern, if at all. Very few people seem to have paused to ask how it is possible that one of the wealthiest, most influential dynasties in American politics has a family business almost nobody can describe.
Even would-be critics often mischaracterize how MLM operates. A negative op-ed on the industry in The
New York Times in 2021, for example, explains that “independent contractors who sell the product are paid commissions from their own sales of the product, but they also can receive income based on the sales or purchases of the sellers they have recruited.” This sounds right, but it isn’t—to speak of commissions based on “sales” at all is to gesture to a category of transaction that the industry has never had to prove exists. Even to use the term “industry” seems imprecise when applied to a kind of retail business that doesn’t actually keep track of what it produces. It is something else entirely, something stranger.
There is a common, nebulous understanding among Americans that MLM is odd and exploitative. But a shrug goes along with it, too, as one does with Scientology, or other factions of this country’s colorful fringe. It is one of our many freaky sideshows, falling somewhere between a cult, a crime, and a joke. Something to gawk at, pity, or ignore.
I was one of the reporters who took notice of multilevel marketing during a sudden flash of media interest. This time it was in 2020, at the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, when MLM saw a surge in new recruits, culled from many millions of women who were forced out of or left their jobs. I spoke with a few of them, women who had joined MLM companies during the pandemic thinking they could make a few extra dollars. Instead, they spent more than they ever made. I was appalled by their experiences and intrigued by the bizarre details of the “business” they were in: the networks of uplines and downlines, with rituals and hierarchies like a sorority, made up of women who all seemed to be pushing one another to climb higher. The model seemed obviously predatory. The pitch from the uplines and company figureheads perfectly encapsulated a certain kind of hollow, defanged corporate feminism, divorced from first principles, that had come to feel pervasive since the 2010s. MLM promoters were telling their new recruits that they could be their own bosses and make their own money all without leaving behind their traditional roles as mothers and wives. They were echoing Mary Kay Ash’s credo of “God first, family second, career third.”
But when I tried to describe the MLM business itself in a few quick sentences, I was forced to let many of its inconsistencies and inscrutabilities fall by the wayside, because I really couldn’t explain it how it worked. I couldn’t answer those aforementioned questions about just what kind of business I was looking at, how it came to be, and why it was legal. I moved on from the story but I couldn’t shake the questions.
By the time I reached out to Robert FitzPatrick to talk about MLM in 2021, decades of outrage had calcified. He had recently published his second book on MLM called Ponzinomics, the first to investigate the history of multilevel marketing. He titled its Afterword “No Hope and None Required.”
“I feel like a ghost,” FitzPatrick told me. He had a habit of following up conversations with long emails restating his arguments, hammering them over and over again, stuck in perpetual indignation. Other times, he seemed exhausted and would all but tell me to turn back, like someone calling out a warning from inside the winding depths of a rabbit hole: “Don’t come down here if you ever want to leave.”
What is the difference between the Airplane Game, a type of Ponzi scheme, and MLM, a legal American business? FitzPatrick does not believe there is one. In his eyes, the thing called multilevel marketing—along with its proselytizing believers, celebrity spokespeople, and trade association suits—is fraud and always has been. This position directly contravenes that of the Federal Trade Commission and other experts and would-be allies who continue to accept that legitimate MLM exists, even while acknowledging it is a world full of bad actors and charlatans. “It’s like saying, let’s find the good Mafia and the bad Mafia,” FitzPatrick scoffs.
His views have accordingly earned him professional alienation and lawsuits of his own, accusations of being a crank, a heretic, a communist. To FitzPatrick, only he and a group of others on a small island are willing to say the truth; the rest turn away from what MLM actually is, repeating the industry’s cover story in the process. “They operate on the basis that it’s a business. That it’s direct selling, that it’s an actual income opportunity, or that it’s been around forever,” FitzPatrick said. “Journalists too,” he said. “I’ve probably talked to more journalists than anybody on Earth about MLM. And what I often found was that, in the who, what, when, where, and why, the what would always get lost. They don’t know it has a beginning. So it lives in myth and legend and propaganda. It is an artifact of disinformation. It’s sort of like going to church. The preacher doesn’t have to go back and prove that there was a resurrection. You already believe it.
“And if they ever did delve into the subject that it could be a fraud,” he continued, “the subject is almost unspeakable. It’s an absurd subject for a journalist to take on—because they’ve taken on the whole world.”
I understood this reaction, having emerged from our first conversation with a sense of vertigo: If FitzPatrick’s argument was correct—that multilevel marketing is a con that has been running in plain sight for the better part of a century, with the imprimatur of the federal government—it would amount to one of the most significant scandals in history. It would mean that, at the very least, Americans have ignored a grievously harmful scam that has been exported to every corner of the world. An even more disturbing possibility is that MLM hasn’t been ignored at all. It has been serving, for a small and powerful group of people, a purpose.
This book sets out to look directly at multilevel marketing—not at what it resembles, what it says about itself, or what has been assumed about its origins and operations—and to decide what it actually is, to tell the true story of MLM. If multilevel marketing is a little virus, what follows is its pathology: a chronicle of where it came from, how it spread, and why it endures, taking up not just one company or figure but tracing its major players as creators of distinct strains of the same disease, who developed MLM as a social and political tool, with specific aims.
When FitzPatrick was pitched by MLM in the 1980s, he had not yet learned that its creators and their acolytes had already been nurturing their so-called business model for forty years—starting with a spin on the Ponzi scheme called the Plan, created and refined by a cadre of ex-servicemen and one fake scientist in the postwar boom in Southern California, who attached themselves like stowaways to a growing consumer economy that was already falling short of its promises. He didn’t yet know that just when that boom turned into bust, and opportunity began turning to crisis in the 1960s, MLM metastasized, under the guise of female empowerment, becoming a national crisis known as the pyramid scheme.
When it seemed like it all might fall apart and the pyramid scheme might be eradicated for good, the political alliances forged by its practitioners, primarily Richard DeVos and Jay Van Andel, during a wave of regulatory backlash gave them a legal pass in 1979 called the Amway decision. In the decades after, multilevel marketing continued to morph into new variants, with new products and fresh recruits. Eventually it could be found all over the world, anywhere the American dream needs a public relations boost, which is still needed, always, in America too.
In the true story of MLM, told in full, its operators aren’t just cheerleaders at the sidelines of a long-fomenting right-wing revolution. They are major players in this movement to return American society, under the guise of free enterprise and economic populism, to Judeo-Christian values, and to an era of small government, unprotected labor, and consolidated private wealth not seen since before the New Deal. The DeVos and Van Andel families may be MLM’s most prominent political architects, using their distributors’ dollars to fund think tanks like the Heritage Foundation and corporate activist groups like the U.S. Chamber of Commerce—but they are not the only ones. Their allies across the industry, from the grandmotherly Mary Kay Ash in 1963 to the tanned fitness influencers of Herbalife in 2016, have helped power the modern conservative movement’s most effective, unseen propaganda factory, indoctrinating its spiritual warriors on a crusade for capitalism. The money of millions of people caught up in a web of innumerable downlines has been used to convince many generations that government regulation turns them into slaves. Multilevel marketing has profoundly altered American society, seeping into all our lives regardless of whether or not one has every participated in one. It is to be ignored at our own peril.
In the end, I find myself inside the same deep burrow as FitzPatrick, having tunneled into the center of a conspiracy. Multilevel marketing isn’t a sideshow, or a fringe element, or even a by-product of a pervasive culture of selling and being sold. It is the engine that created that culture, in a radical ideological plot to reorganize everything about how we work, survive, and take care of one another—to inhabit and redefine the American dream, to push us into a pyramid shape—all while convincing us we are free.
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A QUINTESSENTIAL AMERICAN ATTITUDE

Sitting on a bench under a tree in an office park in Buena Park, California, is a life-size bronze statue of an elderly man gazing out in contemplation. The same statue sits in a large corporate building in Beijing, China, in front of a rolltop desk covered in test tubes. The man also has an endowed professorship in his name at Stanford University’s Disease Prevention Research Center in Palo Alto, to “perpetuate his memory and ideals.” This is Carl F. Rehnborg, the grandfather of multilevel marketing.
Should a curious person want to know who invented MLM, a quick Google search will lead to Rehnborg, and to his many accolades and institutional bona fides, including the statues and the endowed professorship. According to Stanford’s website, Rehnborg was a pioneering humanitarian who, in 1934, invented “what is believed to be the first multivitamin/multimineral dietary supplement marketed in the United States.” Rehnborg was inspired by time he spent in China observing widespread malnutrition, the website says. The vitamin supplement company he founded, Nutrilite, was also the first-ever company to use the multilevel marketing method—though Stanford doesn’t mention this accomplishment.
The Amway Corporation does, however, in a section of its own website called “Amway’s Impact on Direct Selling”: “To help distribute his Nutrilite line,” it says, “Rehnborg and his team were among the first to develop a compensation model for direct sellers sometimes called multi-level marketing.” Nutrilite eventually became part of Amway, which is why much of Rehnborg’s memory is kept alive by the company. It was Amway that endowed the Stanford professorship in 1989. Amway also commissioned the statues of Rehnborg, one in a building called the Amway Experience Center in Beijing, and the other in front of the clean, bright Nutrilite headquarters in Buena Park, called the Center for Optimal Health, which doubles as a small museum. Visitors can walk inside the metal hut where Rehnborg lived and filled his vitamins by hand when Nutrilite was in its infancy. Amway’s Independent Business Owners, the company’s name for its recruits, come from all over the world to visit the center and take pictures with the Rehnborg statue, putting their arms around its bronze neck.
Rehnborg begat Nutrilite, Nutrilite begat Amway, and the rest is history—that’s the official creation story of multilevel marketing, as told in the spotless halls of the Nutrilite Center for Optimal Health. Start to dig into it, however, and the whole thing comes to resemble a gleaming Potemkin village. Despite what the statues and the endowment might imply, despite black-and-white photographs of Rehnborg in a lab coat, and the many times he called himself doctor, Rehnborg wasn’t a scientist, a doctor, or even a researcher when he started his vitamin company. He was a salesman.
Before he aspired to end malnutrition, Carl Rehnborg aspired to be rich. His parents were Swedish immigrant artisans who sold paintings and jewelry to vacationers up and down the East Coast, in places like St. Augustine and Savannah, where, at the tail end of the nineteenth century, America’s industrialists spent their millions. Carl, born in 1887, was the oldest of five siblings, three boys and two girls, and the whole family moved with the seasons. A winter spent in Pinehurst, North Carolina, the world’s first golf resort, left a huge impression on the nineteen-year-old Rehnborg in 1906, according to The Nutrilite Story, a 424-page tome published by the Amway corporation in 2009. The Nutrilite Story, written by Rehnborg’s son, Carl Samuel “Sam” Rehnborg, Jr., who worked for his father and eventually for Amway, is the most robust—and only—public collection of primary sources on Rehnborg, the founding of Nutrilite, and the invention of MLM. It functions as an extended Amway brochure, establishing Rehnborg as a brilliant autodidact with a genius IQ and multilevel marketing as a world-historical innovation on par with the advent of the internet.
Rehnborg’s trip to Pinehurst reportedly offered him a chance to hobnob among the leisure class, the du Ponts, Morgans, and Mellons, while he was “actively nurturing a dashing persona.” Sam Rehnborg writes that his father held a “quintessential American attitude”: he believed that “it took tenacity, intelligence, and hard work to make things happen rather than mere wealth.”
Though he was born in the Gilded Age, Rehnborg did not strike it rich the first time he tried, nor the second, nor the third as he made his way in the world. He had trouble committing to a trade, starting with selling jewelry for his parents, at which he failed. He moved to New York to become an actor, but instead he settled at the Pratt Institute to study in their jewelry design program, then dropped out—though, luckily for him, not before he met Hester Hawkes, a fellow Pratt student and Cape Cod heiress, who he eventually married in 1917. After that he was a streetcar conductor, and a newspaper copy editor. At one point he invented a “revolutionary flooring material” that cracked in its first demonstration. He took a trip to Seattle in an attempt to join the Alaskan Gold Rush, but he arrived a few years too late. The gold was gone.
What Rehnborg lacked in consistency and follow-through, he seems to have made up for in charm and confidence. The Rehnborg boys were tall and good-looking, one family acquaintance said, and Carl in particular “knew what he wanted and went after it.” From an early age, his son chronicles, Rehnborg was a keen observer of people and a smooth talker—particularly with women. As a nineteen-year-old, he had written out a series of astute “rules” in his diary about how to court members of the opposite sex, which included number 5 (“Dance a few extra steps and seem loath to let her go”) and number 22 (“Carry yourself with confidence but not over-assurance, remember at the same time that everything is your fault”).
In 1915, at twenty-eight, Rehnborg accepted a job as an accountant with the Standard Oil Company of New York in Tianjin, then Tientsin, China. Being an American in China, even as a mere accountant, finally afforded him a taste of the tycoon’s lifestyle he had been dreaming about back home. He was assigned a houseboy, who laid out his white pongee suit and pith helmet every morning; he and Hester lived in the stately French concession of Tientsin, which was designed to look like Paris. The country had recently been opened up to foreign investment, and Rehnborg was surrounded by tales of wealthy men who had made their fortunes in the East, including his own boss at Standard Oil, John D. Rockefeller, already one of the richest men in the United States.
Rehnborg’s time in China is where multilevel marketing’s foundational lore begins. As The Nutrilite Story tells it, Rehnborg became interested in the subject of nutrition when he observed the ill health of poor Chinese people while traveling around the country for Standard Oil. This is what kicked off Rehnborg’s “quest to create supplements,” per an Amway website page called “The Origins of Nutrilite: A Brand Ahead of Its Time.”
Rehnborg’s initial trip to China lasted less than a year. He then took short-lived jobs in Mexico and Texas before coming down with the Spanish flu in 1918. While convalescing in a hospital, according to The Nutrilite Story, he came up with a brilliant plan for his first nutrition-based venture: bringing milk to the people of China. The Carnation Milk Company had already been established in the United States and Rehnborg decided the Chinese were an untapped market. After pitching his idea successfully to Carnation in New York, he returned to China and set up an agency in Shanghai.
Rehnborg, however, didn’t account for the fact that Chinese people are largely lactose intolerant. His potential Chinese customers not only disliked the taste of the Carnation milk; it made them sick. The business struggled to get off the ground, and eventually Rehnborg had to give it up entirely. In 1924, he pivoted again: If he couldn’t sell milk to the Chinese, he could sell them toothpaste and other goods, as a salesman for Colgate.
But that wouldn’t make him rich either. By 1927, the Chinese Civil War had begun, upending Rehnborg’s selling network. The international settlement in Shanghai where his family lived was essentially under siege for a time, with foreigners unable to leave the compound. This experience is another important chapter in Rehnborg’s vision quest, as told by his son: He had unwittingly been preparing for his time in captivity as a kind of extreme nutrition hobbyist. Sam Rehnborg writes that his father had long been experimenting on his wife and children, adding yeast to their cereal, grinding up bones for soups, concocting a “beverage made from infusions of rusty nails” for iron, dusting food with powdered shells, collecting greens from the side of the road. He allegedly spread these tips to his fellow compatriots languishing in the settlement, as they tried to stave off scurvy. Eventually a truce was called, but the war had irreparably damaged his business. His wife, Hester, left him, and Rehnborg was so broke that Carnation, his old employer, had to pay for his trip home. His adventure abroad was over.
No place was more suitable for Rehnborg’s next reinvention than Southern California. Cheap and abundant land had made speculators unimaginably rich. The state had become the country’s largest oil exporter, and millions of people had arrived to work in that and other booming industries, like real estate, agriculture, and aviation. The city of Los Angeles had sprouted up in the valley of the San Gabriel and San Fernando Mountains, and with it Hollywood, an entertainment factory for the exploding population. Once again, Rehnborg was ready to make his fortune.
He landed slightly off target in the shadow of Death Valley, in a dusty place called Trona. The town was named for the pale soda ash that could be mined from the dry bed of nearby Searles Lake and turned into products like baking soda and laundry detergent. In 1928, Rehnborg took a job as a statistician at the American Potash and Chemical Company, living in barracks-like accommodations for single men. It was a bleak season. Not only was the country thrown into the Great Depression soon after his arrival. He married again, but that wife, a nurse named Mildred Thompson, died in childbirth in 1932. (The Nutrilite Story does not mention Lenore Cotter, a woman who alleged in the Imperial Valley Press in September 1930 that Rehnborg had proposed to her, “accepted her love, then married another girl.”)
Working as a statistician was just Rehnborg’s day job. His real interest apparently remained nutrition, and over the previous decade, while he had been peddling milk and toothpaste in China, a fledgling vitamin industry took shape in the United States. The term “vitamine” was coined by Polish scientist Casimir Funk in 1912 for substances that, though smaller and more mysterious than the known elements of nutrition like carbohydrates, proteins, and fats, seemed to have an important impact on health. Though the research was still in its early days, some of the country’s first wellness entrepreneurs immediately cashed in on its potential. In 1916, Francis B. Mastin (not a scientist, not a doctor) introduced “Mastin’s Vitamon tablets,” a yeast-based multivitamin sold directly to consumers. Others soon followed.
By the 1920s, regulators were still catching up. Although the Pure Food and Drug Act, which banned the sale of mislabeled or harmful food and medicine, had been passed in 1906, the vitamin business was growing faster than anyone could decide what to do with it. Vitamins were not food, exactly, nor were they medicine. In the pages of magazines like Good Housekeeping and Life, manufacturers were able to make wild claims and promises about their formulas. A 1922 advertisement for Mastin’s offered “The Power of 100 Percent Health.” Bakeries and food manufacturers began adding vitamins to their “enriched” flours and breads as a marketing technique.
Vitamins had been primarily discovered in cases of deficiency; when missing in a diet, their absence could be responsible for horrific ailments like scurvy or beriberi disease. Adding supplementary vitamin C or iron could then cure a bodily imbalance. But what they could do when added to a healthy person’s diet was dubious from the very beginning. In 1922, the same year Mastin’s tablets promised 100 percent health, the Journal of the American Medical Association published a report from a researcher who cast doubt on the efficacy of supplement use at all. He argued that if a healthy person did not exhibit a vitamin deficiency, the “benefit from an excess of any [vitamins] seems most improbable.” The researcher warned against snake oil salesman and medicine shows, “the recent form of quackery that has used the remarkable story of the vitamins in physiology as a device to promote the sale of nostrums.”
To the companies that were using the new language of vitamins in their advertising, they were “a heaven-sent gift,” as Catherine Price puts it in Vitamania, her history of the vitamin industry: “tasteless, invisible, immeasurable substances that needed to be eaten in some unknown amount every single day.”
In 1932, Rehnborg left Trona for a vacation in Los Angeles and never went back. He took a job with the Richfield Oil Company but remained focused on his nutrition experiments, enlisting his third wife, Evelyn Berg, a friend of the Rehnborg family twenty years his junior, to be his lab assistant. (Berg seems to have shared Rehnborg’s self-confidence. She evidently nursed a crush on Carl for many years, and upon hearing he had been widowed, showed up at his doorstep.) In their small apartment in Montebello, Rehnborg developed his process for concentrating alfalfa, the miracle substance he believed contained the most nutritional value.
Three years later, Rehnborg got somewhat of a break: He received an investment from a wealthy retired doctor with a ranch in Santa Barbara, whose wife had supposedly used a sample of Rehnborg’s alfalfa supplement to cure her migraines. The man agreed to fund Rehnborg’s business, which he christened the Vitamin Products Company. Its first product was a multivitamin called VITASOL. Rehnborg was finally able to open a storefront and quit his job at Richfield Oil. Rehnborg, Berg, and their infant son, Sam, born in 1934, moved to a little house on Balboa Island, a tiny man-made enclave off Newport Beach in Orange County, which had become a leisure destination for Southern California’s burgeoning elite. Just like he had during his childhood on the East Coast, Rehnborg found himself once again adjacent to the wealthy, watching their vacation homes rising next to his rented bungalow.
But vitamin business faltered just like the others. The Golden State was suffering from the lingering havoc of the Depression, and by 1937 a fifth of its residents were on some kind of public assistance. Rehnborg expanded his product line, adding a chlorophyll supplement, skin creams, vitamins for the prostate, vitamin cookies, vitamins for dogs. But they were expensive. Eleven of twelve bottles of VITASOL taken by a pharmacy in San Francisco on consignment were returned. Even his most loyal customers were having difficulty making their payments. In an effort to encourage sales, he established a system, his son says, in which his customers could buy the product at a discount, then sell to their own friends and family and pocket the difference. His philosophy was that “a satisfied customer was the best sales person.”
In 1938, the doctor stopped fronting Rehnborg cash, and the family moved into the boat shed on Balboa Island where he had moved the vitamin operation. Nothing, however, seemed to persuade Rehnborg to abandon VITASOL, even if his family, sweating in the chemical fumes, “practically starved to death” while he tried to build it, as he later wrote (“The difficulties,” he insisted, “were in no way great enough to cause self-pity”). Berg apparently had enough and moved back east, taking Sam with her.
With very little revenue from his vitamin company, Rehnborg relied on his dashing persona, supplementing his income by giving lectures at Rotary Clubs, Elk’s lodges, town halls, and women’s institutes around Southern California. These engagements were often covered flatteringly in the local press. “There’s no use suffering from rheumatism, gout or housemaid’s knee,” a Los Angeles Times reporter wrote in 1938, accompanying a photo of Rehnborg bent over a microscope. “Instead of moaning with pain, step out into the garden, pluck a handful of alfalfa leaves and eat them with your salad. Then maybe you’ll have enough vitamins, maybe, to make you well again.” At one of these talks at the Rainbow Tea Room in Long Beach, Rehnborg was lucky to meet another wealthy woman: widow Lela Calcote, with whom he reportedly talked about the connection between vitamins and sexual desire. She became his financial backer, and eventually, after he divorced Evelyn, his next wife. In 1939, to attempt a fresh start, Rehnborg officially changed the name of his company from California Vitamin Products to the more scientific-sounding Nutrilite.
Over the years, Rehnborg enriched his own backstory. At first, he admitted he had studied nutrition “as a hobby.” But by 1941 he was going by “Dr.” A listing for one of his talks in Fullerton called him a “noted chemist and vitamin expert.” The headline for a particularly egregious paid advertisement in the Sacramento Bee reads, “Scientist Brings New Health Knowledge from Far Off East.” The ad depicts him as a “chemist” who “opened a clinic for undernourished Chinese babies.” It included a Nutrilite coupon.
Traces of Rehnborg’s invented resumé persist today. As recently as 2013, a paper on the origins of MLM by two credentialed experts, including one Federal Trade Commission economist, gave Rehnborg the honorific “Dr.” So did Richard DeVos in his 2014 memoir, Simply Rich, in which he claims “Dr.” Rehnborg conducted “studies” in China before he was “arrested for trying to help defend the city and was imprisoned.”
By the summer of 1945, Carl Rehnborg, a decade into his vitamin venture, had almost nothing to show for it. Lela Calcote had divorced him in 1944 and took her wallet with her when she left Los Angeles. Rehnborg was forced to pull Sam, who had been living with his father after he sued Berg for full custody, out of private school. They moved into a studio apartment near the Nutrilite factory, where they subsisted on hot dogs and bread pudding Rehnborg baked in a tennis ball can. Even in these circumstances, Rehnborg’s dedication was relentless, maniacal. Nutrilite would be a million-dollar business one day, he told his son.
Vitamins were a million-dollar business, just not for him. In The Nutrilite Story, Rehnborg Jr. presents his father’s struggles as a problem of public education. He writes that the very concept of vitamin supplements was “overwhelming to a population that, for the most part, had little understanding of chemistry and nutrition.” But Mastin’s had been around for decades. Other corporate giants like Merck were now manufacturing synthetic vitamin supplements at scale, greatly reducing their price, synthetics that Rehnborg was putting in his own homemade version. “One-a-Day” vitamins were invented by Miles Laboratories (now Bayer) in 1940.
In fact, in the run-up to World War Two, vitamins had become not just a popular fad but a national concern. There were rumors that Nazis were giving their soldiers vitamins to become a super race. The United States convened a National Nutrition Conference for Defense in 1941. The era was marked by “vitamania,” a term coined by a journalist in 1942—which is why it’s hard to say exactly whether Rehnborg’s VITASOL was truly the first multivitamin, or whether one can “believe” it to be, as Stanford hedges. Rehnborg’s product was likely one of the earliest combinations of vitamins and minerals on the market, but there are other contenders. Forrest Shaklee, a chiropractor and fellow homemade vitamin maker who started his own MLM company in 1956, began marketing his vitamin supplement in 1915. Like Amway, the Shaklee Corporation claims its founder is the inventor of the multivitamin.
Rehnborg was indeed coming up against a formidable obstacle, but it wasn’t lack of education or demand. It was his own historical context. He was trying to be an entrepreneur when the entrepreneur in its most romanticized form, the small businessman, was already in decline.
A hundred years before Rehnborg was slinging Nutrilite, when most Americans were still farmers living in small towns, perhaps a neighbor would have bought a homemade product from a local manufacturer like him. But even by the time Rehnborg’s father was born in 1859, the effects of industrialization, new technology, mass production, and consolidation had rendered truly independent businesses like the one Rehnborg was trying to build more and more rare. It was, instead, big business that rose over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. First came the trusts of the robber barons, those monopolists Rehnborg got to hang around at the Pinehurst golf club, like Andrew Carnegie, J.P. Morgan, and John D. Rockefeller. He later worked for Rockefeller’s Standard Oil, which swallowed so much competition it inspired the creation of U.S. anti-trust law. Then, when the trusts were broken up, came the era of the publicly traded company, national bureaucracies like Colgate, where Rehnborg too had briefly worked.
By the time he had invented VITASOL, these behemoths were producing more items for consumption than ever before. Americans were buying vitamins, they were just doing it from Rehnborg’s competitors: the likes of Merck, Bayer, and Pfizer. Of course, one man in one room in Southern California was struggling to keep up with their national advertising and marketing budgets, and with their prices. 
In 1945, as Rehnborg faced failure, it was the dawn of a new American age. The United States had won the war and beaten back fascism. But despite the persistent exhortation of the American dream, of men making their own destiny, the prevailing arrangement across the country was not men working for themselves, but for the corporation. Sociologist C. Wright Mills described this condition in 1951 as “the decline of the free entrepreneur and the rise of the dependent employee on the American scene.”
Even more pitiable than the company man was the door-to-door salesman, whose backstory, his rise, fall, and resurrection, is as important to multilevel marketing as Carl Rehnborg’s vitamin trials.
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THE SALESMAN AND THE SHRINK

In Herman Melville’s story “The Lightning-Rod Man,” published in 1854, the narrator is at home one stormy night when he hears a knock. A tall, wet figure enters—a salesman, who, after a few pleasantries, starts to pitch the narrator, a farmer, one of his copper lightning rods. The farmer is nonplussed; he doesn’t seem convinced that the rod is necessary, or particularly effective. The salesman tries to scare the farmer into buying—“Think of being a heap of charred offal!”—but the farmer holds firm and throws him out, calling him a worm. The story was hugely popular and apparently inspired a real run on Melville’s Berkshires hometown by a swarm of lightning rod salesmen.
Try as the Direct Selling Association might to ennoble the “Yankee peddler” as an American folk hero, the door-to-door salesman has always had an unsavory reputation. Peddling was a “mean” calling: seasonal, inconsistent, itinerant work, writes Walter Friedman in Birth of a Salesman, his history of salesmanship in the United States. In the agrarian age, between the colonial era and the Civil War, peddlers, also called canvassers or agents, served an important purpose. They ferried goods between then-small manufacturing centers and rural households. But they also had a penchant for “hatching schemes and setting traps,” according to one 1879 exposé. Melville wrote his final novel in 1857, The Confidence-Man, about a riverboat of swindlers selling fraudulent stocks, offering snake oil cures, and soliciting donations to fake charities.
After the Civil War, railroads, shipping lines, and the telegraph opened the country like never before, and a new brand of traveling sellers called “drummers” emerged. Named for their relentlessness, and associated with the ill-repute of cities, they sold goods to general stores as middlemen for wholesale companies. But the same forces of mass production and consolidation that pressed on the small artisan by the turn of the century, around the time Carl Rehnborg was trying (and failing) to sell his father’s jewelry, impacted the drummer. Instead of general stores, Americans began buying things in department stores and mail-order catalogs, and the drummer faded away. Manufacturers themselves began employing their own armies of traveling salesmen to directly peddle items under their national brand names, like Heinz, Singer Sewing Machine, and Kellogg’s.
By 1920, brick-and-mortar retail had become the predominant sales method in America. Most workers in sales were clerks in shops. Nicole Woolsey Biggart, a sociologist who wrote the first in only a handful of book-length academic studies of direct selling in 1985, calculated that of the 2 million Americans who worked in the sales industry, 1.5 million worked in a retail store. Some large companies like Singer or Heinz still relied on traveling salesmen to reach customers and introduce new products, and they acted as liaisons between shops and manufacturers. A smaller group persisted in selling their wares to customers strictly door-to-door. They called their modest but distinct business model “direct selling.”
Among them was the California Perfume Company, founded by a former book salesman in 1886. It was eventually renamed Avon Products and remains one of the longest-running and most well-known door-to-door companies in American history. Avon was the first company to exclusively hire women as representatives—though direct sellers remained predominantly white men. Another is the Fuller Brush Company, which sold grooming kits and cleaning supplies, started by Alfred Fuller in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1906. By 1925, both outfits were among a collection of ninety-one door-to-door companies that called themselves the National Association of Direct Selling Companies, later renamed the Direct Selling Association.
As the consumer economy boomed in the first decades of the twentieth century, the modern concept of “sales” coalesced into a field of study, a psychology, and even an art. Selling became as crucial a practice as manufacturing was. Gone were the days of the Yankee peddler and his cart of basics like soap and silverware. Instead, assembly lines were humming with thousands of products that customers didn’t need: hosiery, makeup, homemaking devices like the Electrolux vacuum. No longer was demand solely in control of the customer, arising out of necessity—it was something a salesman must inspire. A buyer had to be convinced. Sales techniques, like marketing and advertising, consequently became the subject of academic courses at Harvard Business School and trade journals with names like Salesology and Opportunity, which treated good sales management and strategy—leads, prospects, and closes—as sciences. Historian Erik Baker describes this as a nationwide shift from an “industrious work ethic” to an “entrepreneurial” one: even as true entrepreneurial work declined, and wage employment was precarious, the idea that the clever, dedicated modern worker could “make your own job” prevailed. The salesman, therefore, became a patriotic figure. Instead of the trickster and con artist of Melville’s stories, he was an avatar for the reforms of the Progressive Era. He represented the possibilities and improvements of modernity rather than its opportunities for sin and excess. Every element of the American dream of a stable, productive life—a house, a car, insurance—came from a salesman. President Woodrow Wilson was the keynote speaker at the first World’s Salesmanship Congress in 1916, where he compared the act of selling to imperial exploration: He told attendees to “go out and sell goods that will make the world more comfortable and more happy, and convert them to the principles of America.”
But the direct seller, as a particular subspecies, did not enjoy the same rehabilitation. Even though the numbers of firms grew in the 1920s, the salesman himself never fully shook his past reputation as a huckster or, at best, a dupe. Door-to-door gigs were considered “lower grades of selling jobs,” according to psychologists at the Bureau of Salesmanship Research at the Carnegie Institute of Technology in Pittsburgh. Direct selling was unavoidably invasive: Unlike a store clerk behind a counter, a salesman came right up to your door. There was an accordant unctuousness to the enthusiasm and positivity of his pitch, to the smile he deployed to counteract the inherent discomfort of the whole thing. By the 1920s, the door-to-door salesman was a pitiable figure: “The Fuller Brush Man” became a national punch line when the Saturday Evening Post ran a series of cartoons about him in 1922. In one, having been chased up into a tree by a dog, he calls attention to how well the Fuller Brush works on its back. In 1931, a town in Green River, Wyoming, banned door-to-door salesmen outright, which Fuller Brush tried unsuccessfully to challenge in the United States Supreme Court.
Direct selling was “lower grade” in part because of the precarious conditions of the work. Direct sellers were not salaried employees, nor did they work out of a respectable office building. They roamed in their cars and carried their cases. They paid for their own sales materials and gas. They were at the mercy of the elements. They had little training and education. Salesmen worked on commission, so their days were arduous, ruled by a law of averages that required a salesman to hit thousands of doors. The most talented could hope to get an exclusive territory, or he could move to a corporate position to manage a group of dealers at a regional branch office. But only a few would advance, turnover was incredibly high, and direct selling remained mostly a part-time job. A 1938 Fortune article about Fuller Brush called the industry “a hideous ordeal of rebuffs and humiliations through day after day of lugging around a line of merchandise that most people put off buying as long as possible.”
The last-resort nature of the job prompted company executives to do everything they could to boost morale and motivate their sales forces. Direct-selling companies emphasized the job as a pathway to independence, a way to leave farm or factory work. It was, they said, a democratic system in which any man could excel no matter his circumstances. Fuller Brush pioneered a culture of recognition with a tiered system of sales ranks signified by different colored pins, and a constant churning of competitions with prizes like a Fuller Brush cap or a meal with Alfred Fuller himself. The company communicated with its salesmen through newsletters and bulletins, which trained them to respond that they were “Fine and Dandy!” whenever anyone asked how they were doing. Avon was the first company to give away a car as a sales contest prize in 1911. As Fortune put it, the never-ending, manic emotional participation created an oppressive optimism in which the salesmen were distracted from wondering whether it was getting them anywhere. To try and make it as a door-to-door salesman required some measure of “self-hypnosis.”
That doesn’t mean the companies themselves were a joke. Far from it: The business model, if unpredictable and chaotic, could be profitable. Direct-selling companies had incredibly low overhead, with no money going out to salaries, training, or storefronts. All they needed was a high volume of workers doing small numbers of sales.
During the Great Depression, the numbers of direct sellers swelled for certain firms, as the unemployed were desperate for quick opportunities to make a buck. Avon, for example, increased its profits every year from 1930 to 1938, and door-to-door selling earned a reputation for being “depression-proof” or “counter-cyclical”—even though that outcome was not the norm. Half of six thousand companies in the industry reportedly failed between the years of 1930 and 1940. If direct selling was lucrative for a few owners during tough economic times, there is less evidence that they were profitable for the recruits. During the Depression, Avon had a turnover of up to 400 percent.
Door-to-door selling companies fought—hard—to keep their salesmen in those precarious conditions during the country’s bleakest economic hour. The suffering of the Depression prompted a reckoning with America’s business culture that threatened to wipe out the industry, even in its place at the low end of the sales food chain.
With the New Deal, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, elected in 1932 on a wave of anticorporate sentiment, ushered in an unprecedented transformation of the relationship between employers and their workers. Of particular concern to America’s businessmen was the introduction of the plans that became the Social Security Act, passed in 1934, and the Fair Labor Standards Act, passed in 1938. The SSA created the system of social insurance as we know it today: a collective safety net for workers in old age, for children, dependents, and the unemployed, that employees paid into together with their employers through a new payroll tax. The FLSA guaranteed a minimum wage, a maximum workweek, and instituted a ban on child labor.
Members of the National Association of Direct Selling Companies, which would become the DSA, attended hearings in Washington at which they told the Roosevelt administration that the cost of adhering to these new rules would be devastating to their business model. They wouldn’t even be able to implement programs like a payroll tax, they complained, given the surveillance it required on an employee’s hours and wages, which in their world would be impossible. The roving Fuller Brush man or Avon lady couldn’t possibly punch a clock. Plus, if they were required to pay a minimum wage, they would be put out of business entirely: Their balance sheets relied on armies of low-wage laborers making small sales.
The NADSC lobbied hard against the legislation, then proposed a solution: Their employees were not employees at all. According to accounts from DSA archives, this brilliant idea was hatched during a 1935 NASDC meeting, when a member suggested that the companies simply reclassify their direct sellers as “independent contractors.” “Independent contractor” was a term that dated back to nineteenth-century tort law, when companies sought to separate themselves from being liable for temporary workers who caused harm or injury on the job. But before the New Deal, the distinction was not as clear and commonly understood as it is today, nor was it widely used. It was only when Social Security and other programs posed the burden of costs and regulations that the line between employees, who would receive these benefits, and contractors, who wouldn’t, became so bright.
“That, of course, would let [us] out entirely,” the general counsel for the direct-selling companies allegedly responded at the meeting, upon the member’s suggestion. If their sellers were not employees at all, they would not be subject to protections of the FLSA or Social Security. 
The gambit worked, and the modification was approved. During a time when the labor movement flexed its muscles and brought corporate America to heel, door-to-door salesmen were left out. The direct-selling industry succeeded in enshrining its recruits in a category of labor that was positioned outside of the idea of stable, productive work, typified by a white man on the factory floor. Those were the types of jobs that benefited the most from the law. They were not alone. Agricultural workers, domestic servants, and others were relegated to this category too. Even as it expanded worker protections, the result of the New Deal, as labor historian Jessica Burch has written, was that “only some kinds of work truly counted.” Since then independent contractor status has captured millions of Americans, from Uber drivers to Instacart shoppers, freelance writers to long-haul truckers. But the lawmakers and lobbyists who made these exclusions didn’t frame them that way: instead, they turned the marginalization of these workers into a compliment. They were deemed “independent” rather than neglected, or exploited.
A decade after the Fair Labor Standards Act was passed, the plight of the door-to-door seller was so well known it became a cultural touchstone, thanks to Arthur Miller’s hit play Death of a Salesman. In creating the protagonist Willy Loman, Miller was inspired by his uncle, a traveling salesman who killed himself, leaving behind two adult sons. (“For a salesman, there is no rock bottom to the life,” one character says at Loman’s funeral.) When the show opened in 1949, a Fortune editor lamented that “the salesman is now in lower estate, perhaps, than ever before—and this is so not only in numbers, in how much he is paid, but in social status as well.” Miller later said that he thought of his uncle, who had been a notorious fabulist, “as a kind of wonderful inventory. There was something in him which was terribly moving because his suffering was right on his skin.”
Selling itself remained a tough business in postwar America, but teaching how to sell boomed, as it had when “salesology” became a discipline in the 1910s. One of the most famous sales whisperers was Dale Carnegie (née Carnagey), who had a somewhat Rehnborgian trajectory: Born on rural Missouri farmland in 1888, he left home first as a traveling salesman peddling bacon and soap, then moved to New York to try acting, but ended up selling cars. In 1912, he began teaching a public speaking course at the YMCA on 125th Street.
Though he never had any real expertise in business, Carnegie became an expert in a new determinant of success: “personality.” His central philosophy held that it was a salesman’s likability and sincerity that won people over, much more so than traditional business acumen, training, or education. Carnegie preached that the salesman was selling himself first and foremost. Make a prospect feel important; smile at them, pay attention to them, remember their names. That was how to close a deal. Carnegie’s courses grew in popularity, and in 1936 he synthesized their contents into a bestseller, How to Win Friends and Influence People, which he published under the adopted spelling of his name to associate himself with Andrew Carnegie. The book was eagerly gobbled up by legions of salesmen, who Carnegie directly addressed in the book, describing them as “pounding the pavements today, tired, discouraged, underpaid.” Dale Carnegie courses are still taught all over the country. (In 2024, some three-day courses cost more than $2,000.)
In 1940, Lela Calcote, Cal Rehnborg’s third wife, encouraged her husband to attend a Dale Carnegie class to improve his salesmanship skills. The course didn’t take, according to The Nutrilite Story (Rehnborg called it “a nice racket”), but he did meet a “skinny psychologist” at one of the sessions, a man named William Casselberry, a Stanford-educated doctor who was “as desperately short of cash” as Rehnborg was. Casselberry was intrigued by Nutrilite and signed on as distributor. Their meeting would be far more influential in the invention of MLM than Rehnborg’s time in China, or any of his revelations about alfalfa.
Casselberry was at the Carnegie course because he, too, was a salesman of sorts, pounding the pavement with middling results. Born in Long Beach, California, in 1893, to parents who managed apartments, Casselberry had sold kitchen supplies and real estate before earning a graduate degree in psychology in 1931 from Stanford, where the department was run by Lewis Terman, a prominent eugenicist credited with developing IQ testing.
Eugenics—the idea that certain human characteristics were more desirable than and superior to others, and that society could be improved by filtering out the most unwanted traits—was a legitimate field of scientific study—though faddish and openly racist. The growth of the discipline was fueled by panic around the rapid changes and social crises created by industrialization, and it was used by nativist politicians to argue in favor of race-based immigration restrictions and forced sterilization.
After completing his PhD under Terman, Casselberry became affiliated with another California eugenicist named “Dr.” Paul Popenoe—a college dropout and writer with no scientific credentials who nevertheless coauthored a widely used textbook in 1918 called Applied Eugenics. (He would later write approvingly of Adolf Hitler’s advocacy of “eugenic measures.”) Popenoe was a kind of eugenicist Dr. Ruth, counseling white heterosexual couples at his American Institute of Family Relations in Los Angeles, founded in 1929 to address the crisis of rising divorce rates. Casselberry was listed as a consulting psychologist at the institute in a 1936 Los Angeles Times article about Popenoe, under the headline “Sociologist Looks on Idle Women as Threat to Home Life of California.”
Sometime in 1931, Casselberry had opened his own shop called the Psychological Service Center of Los Angeles, where he focused not only on marriage but on the burgeoning field of “vocational studies,” a pseudoscience involving personality quizzes and other methods that could supposedly determine a person’s career prospects. “You’re drifting around, trying to find a place in life,” a 1933 article reads about a test offered by the Psychological Service Center. “Science now comes to your rescue! First, it measures and weighs you, not physically, but emotionally and mentally. Then, it gauges you and classifies you. And then it neatly slips you into a niche where you’re at peace with the world and very efficient in the place it found for you.” Another article about Casselberry’s work was headlined “Personality Found Cause of Troubles.” “If you are unhappy, can’t find a job, or get divorced—blame your personality,” it said. Casselberry also had a radio show on local station KFI where he taught Carnegie-like self-help: how to avoid maladjustment, nervous breakdowns, and how to remember other people’s names. In 1938, he published his own attempt at a bestseller called How to Use Psychology in Everyday Living.
But the book was not a bestseller. Casselberry’s radio career, psychology work, and selling Nutrilite were evidently not enough to provide for his family, and in 1943, he took a third job, in the personnel department at the Douglas Aircraft factory in Glendale. There, he met Lee Mytinger.
Where Casselberry had institutional credentials, Mytinger was a lifelong salesman with an eighth-grade education. He had served as a marine in the First World War. In the 1930s, Mytinger was a top sales trainer at Forest Lawn, the infamous Los Angeles cemetery that played a central role in the creation of the modern funeral industry, and where Mytinger learned the high-pressure sales, marketing, and recruiting tactics that would become hallmarks of modern multilevel marketing.
Prior to the early 1900s, death and dying was not yet a big American business. Graveyards were largely owned municipally or by churches, and burials cost a modest fee for most. For the few privately owned cemeteries that were in operation, there was a certain predictable financial rhythm—only some people could be counted on to die every year. That is until the turn of the century, when funeral directors came up with the concept of “before-need” sales for the afterlife, dispatching contractors far and wide door-to-door to convince people that they should be investing in their forever resting places as early as possible.
Under the direction of a particularly skilled before-need salesman named Hubert Eaton, Forest Lawn pioneered the ever-escalating offerings of the modern cemetery, now called “memorial parks.” Eaton’s salesmen weren’t just selling burial plots; they were hawking square footage, headstones, interment, embalming, and a host of other “perpetual life needs,” which got more expensive should a person choose one of Forest Lawn’s prime lake or hillside locations. By 1937, annual sales at the park had exceeded $1 million. Over the 1920s and 1930s, taking Forest Lawn’s cue, memorial parks spread across the United States. Funeral promotion was suddenly a lucrative market where just decades before there had been almost none.
Memorial park salesmen were called “memorial counselors,” and they exhibited the worst aspects of direct selling’s bad reputation: A counselor would sit in a prospect’s living room, pressing on their deepest fears, their religiosity, and their love for their families to upsell them on ever more impractical afterlife needs. They were tapping into a potential customer’s most profound, existential anxieties about the future to make a quick profit in the moment. For the counselors themselves, as in all direct selling, it was tough work to make their commissions, and they needed to close as many sales as possible. The industry was ripe for manipulation and deception. Salesmen also touted burial plots as investments—“the surest thing in the world,” one wrote in 1939, “not affected by depressions or stock market slumps.” “Burial rackets are flourishing in many communities throughout the nation,” a New York Times article declared in 1938.
Mytinger seems to have been so skilled a memorial counselor at Forest Lawn that he rose up to become the “Director of Memorial Instruction.” But his next employer, a new memorial park in Portland, Maine, called Brooklawn, was an even more notorious actor. Just months before Mytinger was brought on in 1939, a state legislator accused the Brooklawn directors of running “one of the most vicious wicked and cruel rackets” in Maine. Among the promoters’ tactics: paying off town barbers and churches for intel on who had inherited wealth, and setting up a Nativity scene at Christmas, purely as lead generation to scare up the most God-fearing residents.
All in all, the Brooklawn companies were accused of taking half a million dollars from Mainers. Mytinger’s role in the scandal, if any, is unknown, but he was back in California as soon as 1940. Eventually, after taking another job selling tires, Mytinger landed at Douglas Aircraft, where, in 1943, he encountered Casselberry.
These were the conditions of direct selling on the eve of the invention of multilevel marketing. The industry was marginal, antiquated, and prone to double-dealing. It made very few people rich. How were salesmen supposed to “go out and sell goods that will make the world more comfortable and more happy,” as President Wilson had instructed decades before, when they themselves had achieved neither comfort nor happiness?
And yet Mytinger and Casselberry, two failed salesmen with a penchant for scams, encountering a third—Rehnborg—were about to turn door-to-door selling into the greatest opportunity in the world.
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HOW TO CHEAT DEATH

Imagine a friend approaches you with an business opportunity. She uses a piece of paper to show you how it works: She draws a circle that represents you, then two circles under you—those are two other people you bring into the business with you. Each of those people brings two more people in, and she draws circles under them, too. And the same with the people after that. The paper starts to fill up, as the friend tells you the whole thing can keep going, and going, with you at the top, and a growing group of circles beneath you, each row wider than the last.
Before your friend even got through a few rows of circles, before she even told you what the “business” actually was, you would probably feel an internal siren going off: “This sounds like a pyramid scheme,” it would tell you. The “and you bring two friends, and they bring two friends, and they bring two friends” pitch is so well-worn in the twenty-first century it has become a parody of a scam, a sitcom plot device.
But this was unironically the pitch for the “Plan,” the new business model devised by Mytinger and Casselberry, which was not yet called multilevel marketing. 
According to The Nutrilite Story, the miraculous idea struck one day like a bolt of lightning during their downtime at the aircraft factory, when the two men would routinely discuss “the mechanics of sales.” Mytinger would allegedly rail against the rules in sales organizations that ultimately disincentivized salesmen: No matter how good you were, no matter how many men you trained, he complained, there was a limit to how much of a cut you could make off your best hires. Inevitably, your best salesman would rise up in the ranks, then get a crew of his own to manage. Mytinger supposedly vowed that if he was ever in charge of recruiting salesmen again, he would figure out how to “keep the income from the people I develop.” (Rehnborg uses direct quotations in recounting this conversation as if it comes from some kind of record, but he doesn’t cite a specific source.)
In response, Casselberry supposedly shared Rehnborg’s sales structure at Nutrilite, where he had been a distributor since 1940. There were four levels of sales agents at the company, according to The Nutrilite Story, and those at the top got a percentage of the revenue of the agents under them, who they recruited. It’s not clear how exactly this structure differed from other direct-selling outfits, if at all: In Fuller Brush, for example, branch managers got a higher percentage of the revenue generated by the field managers under them, who got a higher percentage than the dealers under them.
Nevertheless, this exchange about sales and Nutrilite is presented in The Nutrilite Story as the seed of Mytinger and Casselberry’s grand new vision. Allegedly inspired by Rehnborg, the two men came up with a scheme to allow industrious entrepreneurs to “go far beyond the potential of the door-to-door salesman.” In this new business model, there would be no limit on how much of a cut a talented recruiter could take from all the people he brought in, just as Mytinger had fantasized. The concept of the downline was born.
This moment is intended to be multilevel marketing’s Big Bang. In this version of the tale, MLM is the simple, inevitable, yet monumental evolution of the traveling salesman, a figure so familiar and harmless he seems to be part of America’s DNA.
But the story doesn’t line up with reality. What brought the architects of the MLM plan together was their collective failure. They were middle-aged nobodies. Years of selling had not delivered riches, independence, or even stability. They were drifting along at rock bottom, turning to Dale Carnegie for one more trick, one more hack. Their idea came not out of the efficacy of direct selling as a means of achieving the middle-class American dream, but out of its frustrations, disappointments, and resentments, as Robert FitzPatrick puts it in Ponzinomics. And although what they invented might have looked like door-to-door sales, it operated like something criminal. 
Sometime after their fateful conversation at the aircraft factory, Mytinger and Casselberry approached Rehnborg with their idea for a new Nutrilite sales plan. At first, they were brought on as consultants. Then they formed their own distribution company, Mytinger & Casselberry, Inc., or M&C. On September 1, 1945, M&C entered into an exclusive agreement with Rehnborg to be Nutrilite’s sole distributors. The vitamin maker would continue to manufacture the brand’s alfalfa concentrate and vitamins, while the salesman and the shrink would be in charge of getting Nutrilite out into the world. Mytinger and Casselberry, working out of Casselberry’s downtown L.A. office, began meeting with recruits at a diner on Normandie Avenue to explain their new business over breakfast. The two founders were foils: Where Casselberry was thin, tall, academic, and Lurch-like, Mytinger was a “burly and flamboyant” wisecracker, according to The Nutrilite Story.
In the Plan, there were two ways to make money. The first looked and sounded like regular-old direct selling: Distributors bought a Nutrilite starter kit for $16.47 plus tax; then they tried to sell the products to customers. After that, they continued to purchase products at a base discount of 35 percent, sell them for a higher retail price, and pocket the difference. The more they ordered, the higher the discount they got, up to 60 percent, and therefore higher margins on their sales.
As both men knew very well, however, selling vitamins door-to-door—selling anything door-to-door—was a difficult business. Rehnborg hadn’t been able to get Nutrilite off the ground for over a decade. Even if Mytinger and Casselberry were better at sales and marketing, a direct-selling outfit would entail constant work, constant motivation, fickle salesmen, and fickle profits.
So they emphasized a second and much more exciting option, which was not Nutrilite the vitamins, but Nutrilite the business opportunity: A distributor could become a “sponsor,” and other Nutrilite distributors he brought into the organization in his “downline” would buy their products from him. What they ordered would become part of his monthly volume, the total amount of Nutrilite he was ordering. Again, the higher the volume, the higher his discount.
There were other incentives for a sponsor to bring more and more distributors into his downline: If he ordered at least $15,000 worth of Nutrilite in a month, he became a “key agent” and got a commission check in the amount of 25 percent of his downline volume. If a key agent sponsored a distributor who became a key agent, too, they got a bonus of 2 percent of their volume. And M&C promised an “additional bonus plan” after that.
The Plan was exciting because the amount a sponsor could make off their recruits’ orders, and the recruits of their recruits, was unlimited, “a system bound by personal links and limited only by one’s ability to forge them,” as Sam Rehnborg puts it. The bonuses, in theory at least, could amount to thousands of dollars, a fortune at the time. Every person who signed up had a sponsor, who took a cut of what they brought into the organization—salesmen were used to this kind of skimming from a supervisor. But they could take their own cut, too, from whoever they brought in behind them, and whoever came in behind them. Every middleman had the chance to become the person at the top of a vast system working beneath him—to be the boss.
Seems simple enough to understand. Except for one crucial but slippery point, which would have been very easy to miss in excited chatter over eggs and bacon at the diner on Normandie. One would think that with this innovative and motivating new marketing technique, for every distributor and sponsor ordering higher and higher volumes of Nutrilite there would be an accordant number of transactions that typically occur in a retail business: sales. Boxes and boxes of little green and yellow Nutrilite pills should have been filling the shelves of happy and healthy Southern California customers, who bought them from their Nutrilite distributors. But that was not the case. The monthly volume for which sponsors were rewarded in the “sales plan” was never sales volume; it was something called “purchase volume.” The Plan didn’t require anyone to sell any Nutrilite to customers at all for them to receive their discounts and commission checks. All it required was that they buy it.
Here is where Mytinger & Casselberry, rather than take the traditional mechanics of direct selling and alter them, broke with them completely. Direct-selling firms in the old guard never required their salespeople to buy their products up front, before having received any orders from customers. That was the wholesaler’s business model. There were many other expenses passed down to door-to-door salespeople, to be sure, that verged on being unfair, like fees for training materials or the cost of promotional items to give away to prospects. But the sellers always had to prove their sales and customer bases to stay active in their companies and continue to place orders. They could only order from the company what had been ordered by a customer.
M&C supposedly required each distributor to sell Nutrilite to twenty-five customers before they could become a sponsor. But after that, they dispatched with the worst drudgeries of direct selling altogether by making the selling part totally irrelevant. Early M&C marketing plan materials openly called distributor’s payments from the company “refunds” in addition to the common sales talk of commissions or bonuses, because that’s how they fundamentally operated. It was an inversion of the sale—distributors were primarily buying Nutrilite products, paying up front, then hoping to make the money back when others paid in after them. Mytinger & Casselberry had solved the problem Rehnborg had been struggling with for years regarding Nutrilite, which is that no one wanted to buy it or sell it. The incentive in their new system was to sell to other distributors; the customer, and any actual demand for vitamins, was an afterthought.
The invention of purchase volume has nothing to do with direct selling, but it does resemble certain types of investment schemes that were making headlines around the time Mytinger & Casselberry were devising their plan. In 1945, with the end of World War Two, all manner of financial scams were on the rise, as hucksters and promoters targeted Americans who had wartime savings to spare and were eager to spend again. They went by different names like “flimflam” games, “tap lifts,” “puff sheets,” and, of course, there was the Ponzi—Charles Ponzi’s infamous scheme that had sprouted innumerable copycats in the decades since it imploded in 1920. Boston-based, Italian-born Ponzi had solicited investments for what he said was a foreign stamp trading operation. In reality, there was no such operation, and Ponzi was merely paying off old investors with fresh cash from new ones. The other scams operated in a similar way: One scheme solicited investments in an oil refinery; another promoter offered a “half” interest in a publishing company to multiple investors, then skipped town. The oil refinery wasn’t real, nor was the publishing house. 
Like the Ponzi, these schemes couldn’t go on forever without an infinite amount of investors, which of course there weren’t, even across the world. As more and more people paid into a Ponzi, it would mushroom very quickly, a kind of rapid growth called exponential or geometric expansion. FitzPatrick likes to use this example to illustrate it: If you double a penny every day, on the twenty-fifth day you have $100,000; on the thirtieth day, you have $5 million. Investing in a Ponzi even just a bit later than someone else leaves a participant with far fewer people to recruit, before the whole thing collapses. “The majority must lose,” one newspaper said of Ponzis in 1940.
The same math problem was involved in the chain letter, a type of fraud that even predates the Ponzi, and that was also on the rise when Mytinger and Casselberry came up with the Plan. Chain letters, which first proliferated at the end of the nineteenth century, involved written solicitations through the mail that urged a recipient to complete a task and pass it on to others. Some requests were as benign as generating good luck, and many were fundraising for charities or orphans (though some of the charities were fake). Moneymaking chain letters, just like the Airplane Game that had entangled FitzPatrick in South Florida in 1987, solicited a small amount of money for a large return, if you sent the letter on. The idea was that, as more and more people forwarded the letter, a participant would move up in the hierarchy, eventually into a position where they would be sent much more money than they had put in. But by the time most participants paid, the initial scheme had already grown to so many people that they would never be able to sign up enough new marks in their wake to ever get their money back, let alone a profit.
The chain letter had reached “epidemic” levels in Southern California after the war, according to the Los Angeles Daily News. In April of 1945, the Long Beach Press Telegram reported a chain letter involving war stamps had spread to Long Beach, where Mytinger and Casselberry lived. One columnist warned it was a “Ponzi pipe dream”: “Fill all the pages you wish with [geometric] progression and you’ll still have to come back to the old copybook maxim that no one ever gets a lot of something for nothing much,” he wrote.
By the time Mytinger and Casselberry invented MLM, “and they bring two friends”–type scams, though still finding fresh victims, were established scourges, their logical flaws widely understood. But they tended to fall in the category of investment fraud: The Ponzis of the world advertised their schemes explicitly as opportunities to grow your wealth, an everyman’s stock market for those who couldn’t play the real one. Victims put their trust and money in the architect of the operation.
Despite what The Nutrilite Story says, Mytinger & Casselberry didn’t update direct selling—they updated the Ponzi, by realizing that direct selling, in all its outmodedness and inefficiency, was its perfect vehicle. Though the Plan had a complicated compensation structure involving discounts, refunds, and “overrides”—all forming a deliberately overwrought design that all multilevel marketing plans since share—at its core, “and they bring two friends” was its operating principle. Their system based on purchase volume operated just like a Ponzi, in an endless chain: Recruits would pay to sign up to make money off the people who paid in after them, and after them, and after them. 
But Rehnborg’s ailing Nutrilite business offered two ready-made diversions. One was in the vitamins themselves, which provided a plausible reason for the growth that would inevitably come to those at the beginning of the chain beyond the chain itself. How could their plan be a Ponzi when there was a real Nutrilite factory, a real vitamin-maker in the form of Rehnborg, real bottles of pills in real boxes being dropped at real people’s doors?
The other was in the culture and rhetoric of the direct-selling business. It gave them an army of independent contractors who were not subject to federal oversight. It was a field characterized by substantial turnover, vastly different financial outcomes, and general chaos. And it enabled them to openly entice recruits with what a Ponzi scheme had to cover up with some invented oil well or secret real estate venture: infinity. The Ponzi scheme couldn’t recruit with the pitch “you will see a return on your investment because the chain of investments will go on forever.” That was the obviously silly logic of the chain letter. Mytinger himself, according to The Nutrilite Story, had alluded to its ludicrousness: If the Plan worked how it should, he joked, “everyone on earth would be eventually selling the product!”
In the world of the door-to-door salesman, however, infinity wasn’t a joke at all. Direct-selling companies had long traded earnestly and explicitly on the dream that there were no limits to what a salesman could sell. His performance was down to his tenacity, his positive attitude, his fine and dandy personality. (Of course, Mytinger had also sold infinity more explicitly as a memorial park counselor pitching needs for the afterlife.) When M&C began advertising for recruits, they didn’t have to avoid the problem of forever in their pitch. It was the pitch: “Gentlemen—you have the opportunity that comes but rarely in a lifetime,” an ad in The
Kansas City Star read in June 1947. “If you can organize there is no limit to your earning.” There were no territories, no caps on commissions. Nothing would impinge on a man’s ability to grow his profit, except his own inabilities. They proudly called the system a “profits pyramid.”
Once they crafted the Plan, the salesman and the shrink brought their respective expertise to its shrewd rollout. Casselberry, as the academic, created a forty-seven-page sales packet about the science behind Nutrilite with the subtle title “How to Cheat Death.” The packet included testimonials from customers and distributors saying that Nutrilite had cured “everything from asthma to hay fever,” as well as a sobering statistic pulled from the Bureau of Education saying that 4 million American boys drafted for the army were rejected due to physical defects. “How to Cheat Death” also reestablished Rehnborg as the father of Nutrilite and further spruced up his bio, saying that he had a degree in biochemistry. (He didn’t.) The packet included a (fake) story claiming Rehnborg had “opened a demonstration clinic in the slums of China” to “feed ailing infants.” There was an illustration of young Rehnborg in a pharmacist’s coat. Sam Rehnborg claims that his father had no knowledge of the false biography—but this seems unlikely given that Carl had been telling the same story himself about opening a clinic as early as 1941.
M&C also needed to target the right kind of recruits, which turned out to be white married couples—the same demographic Casselberry had serviced in his eugenics-inflected family counseling and occupational therapy. Not only were people ready to spend their savings; the family unit had endured great instability in the last few years. Women who had been called up to work in wartime industries, many joining the labor force for the very first time, were unceremoniously sent home. They needed something to do—to keep them from being idle, as Paul Popenoe, Casselberry’s associate, had warned—but not something that threatened their role as the caregivers in their households. Together, husbands and wives gave, as The Nutrilite Story puts it, a “mom and pop” face to Mytinger & Casselberry’s enterprise, a wholesome, Christian industriousness—accordingly, the best-performing distributors were called “potentates,” “high potentates,” and “exalted potentates.”
Casselberry administered his personality tests and questionnaires to prospects, telling one salesman, Basil Fuller, that his score on a test “went off the chart!” and that he would make a “good preacher-revivalist.” Fuller had served as a navy radio operator during the war and was working as a salesman at a chemical supply company in Los Angeles. It must have been flattering to hear a professional psychologist tell him he was destined to be a leader. Then Mytinger came in with the close, pushing the “unlimited” financial potential: Mytinger’s son-in-law Bob, who brought Fuller in, could sponsor Fuller, Mytinger said; then Fuller could sponsor someone, and “on and on, ad infinitum.”
Fuller and his wife, Lena, worked Nutrilite together. Lena would go door-to-door dropping off copies of “How to Cheat Death” and softening up the housewives, then Basil would come back later to pick them up later and try to close the deal when the husbands were home, a classic salesmen’s technique modified for the new growing suburbia.
The Plan ingeniously created an engine of fresh growth at every level: Instead of one Charles Ponzi at the top trying to solicit new investors, it had innumerable pitchmen, each as invested in the story of Nutrilite’s unlimited potential as the founders were. The Fullers reportedly learned fast that the Southern California Nutrilite market was “saturated with distributors,” so they moved to Chicago to find “virgin territory.” One of Fuller’s recruits started an organization in Michigan and eventually recruited his cousin, a young entrepreneurial ex-serviceman named Jay Van Andel and his best friend, Richard DeVos. They would go on to build one of the largest downlines in the country. There were soon Nutrilite agents in Florida, Milwaukee, and Cincinnati. In the style of old-fashioned direct-selling companies, they had an annual convention for distributors called the Pow Wow in Chicago, starting in 1950, to which thousands eventually flocked. The most successful distributors knew how to put on a show. One key agent named Rick Rickenbrode from Pittsburgh became known for arriving at recruiting events in his white Cadillac, wearing blue suede shoes with white flames. During one pitch, he bought a dozen shirts from a high-end tailor in front of a potential recruit. It worked. People wanted in.
Mytinger & Casselberry enjoyed incredible, near overnight success. The company called what their distributors bought from them “retail sales,” and the numbers snowballed: $50,000 in 1945, then $754,000 in 1946, then $2,096,000 in 1947, the equivalent of more than $29 million today. By 1946, dozens of people across the United States were signing up every month.
But Nutrilite’s sudden stratospheric expansion caught the attention of the Food and Drug Administration. Since the passing of the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act in 1938 the agency had begun cracking down in earnest on what officials called “quackery,” including miracle devices and miracle cures. In 1947, the FDA officially issued a warning against M&C and Rehnborg for the over-the-top claims in Nutrilite’s promotional materials, like that Nutrilite could cure cancer. Mytinger and Casselberry promised to pulp the training booklets, but when an FDA agent returned to the Long Beach offices, he discovered they hadn’t. Casselberry was reportedly hostile to the agent and wouldn’t let him look more into shipments. (“Was this a legitimate operation or was this a get-rich-quick scheme of some kind?” Sam Rehnborg wrote about the incident. “For my father, who became rich over a long period of time,” he added, which was not true, “this stepped-up regulatory was a novel experience.”)
In September 1948, a federal grand jury indicted Rehnborg, Casselberry, and Mytinger, charging each with two counts of misbranding and fraud in connection with two interstate shipments of Nutrilite product. The agency had enrolled agents posing as distributors, and they had recorded training phone calls and meetings during which wild claims about the vitamins’ health benefits were made, including they could cure everything from low blood pressure, to “worry over small things,” to deafness. The agency seized shipments of Nutrilite across the country, from Washington to New Jersey to Nebraska. Distributors panicked.
The company hired Charlie Rhyne, a hotshot trial lawyer who had studied at Duke Law School (where his close friend was a Californian named Richard Nixon). Rhyne was able to obtain a temporary injunction against the FDA to stop the seizures, then he sued the agency on M&C’s behalf, claiming the FDA’s actions amounted to harassment and a violation of their constitutional rights. In court, Rhyne assailed the FDA for relying on a witness who had received his medical degree from a correspondence school. Meanwhile, Rehnborg, who had no medical degree at all, was kept off the stand entirely. The three-judge panel ruled in M&C’s favor, and the FDA appealed to Supreme Court, which eventually resulted in a retrial.
The FDA’s case was not just that distributors lied about what Nutrilite’s products could do. The agency claimed that Rehnborg, Mytinger, and Casselberry had invented “a new language,” in which “every ailment or illness is referred to as a state of non-health.” How to Get Well and Stay Well deployed a barrage of statistics and studies that supposedly showed how “almost everyone in the United States is either ill or about to become ill,” charged the FDA. Like the memorial counselors had with their concept of before-need sales, M&C had created a market based on fear of the unknown, and anxiety about the future.
The federal security administrator, who oversaw the FDA, ultimately settled the case with Nutrilite and M&C in 1951. The settlement prohibited the fifteen thousand Nutrilite distributors from making “extravagant therapeutic claims” about their product, the agency announced, and listed fifty-four statements that were acceptable to be made about vitamins and minerals. How to Get Well and Stay Well was banned in its entirety, as were other sales materials and a home movie. But Nutrilite remained in business.
“We lost very, very badly,” said William Goodrich, who worked at the FDA between 1939 and 1971, reflecting on the M&C defeat in an interview four decades later. What he learned from it was that “Americans want to believe in tonics; they always have believed in tonics.” People felt good taking them whether or not they were really doing anything.
What Goodrich said about vitamins seems undeniably true—to this day there have been no reliable studies showing that the majority of the population benefits from taking supplements, or that they can prevent major illnesses and chronic conditions. But Goodrich was focused on the wrong tonic: What Nutrilite was selling so fast was not the vitamins but the opportunity, the right to sell Nutrilite. It wasn’t so much that Americans want to believe in tonics, it’s that we want to believe in the promise of transformation, the freedom to change our circumstances. To get better. Thirty years later, selling the right to sell is how the federal government would describe the operations of a pyramid scheme.
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WEALTH CRUSADE

“It’s wonderful to feel that you are a successful wife and mother!” the ad copy read. “To maintain this feeling, women are constantly seeking and absorbing new ideas in many fields of homemaking.” By 1955, the ten-year-old Mytinger & Casselberry had a full-page, full-color advertisement for Nutrilite in Life magazine. It featured a celebrity spokesperson, the blond, ruddy-cheeked Hollywood actor Alan Ladd clutching the FDA-approved version of the M&C sales booklet, “Facts,” with his wife and two children by his side. The sales force had grown to sixty thousand distributors, who the company claimed had done over $25 million in “retail sales” of Nutrilite in 1954 alone—more than $293 million in 2024. (Of course, M&C had no idea how much the distributors had really sold, only what they had bought.) 
The two founders of the Nutrilite distribution firm were finally rich men. They worked from a sleek office building in downtown Long Beach. Lee Mytinger and his wife were the 499th and 500th people to fly over Greenland, and they had their picture taken and printed in the newspaper. Bill Casselberry had moved into an arts-and-crafts mansion by the ocean, designed by the renowned architects Greene and Greene and photographed for House Beautiful. Carl Rehnborg, too, as the head of M&C’s supplier, Nutrilite Products Inc., was very wealthy, far wealthier than those vacationers who had bought trinkets from his parents, and both his moneyed ex-wives. In 1956, he purchased not just a beach house in Tahiti but a huge hotel property there, which he was developing into a vacation destination called Les Tropiques.
To celebrate their first decade in business, Mytinger and Casselberry were honored with a luncheon sponsored by the Long Beach Chamber of Commerce, in a fancy room of the Lafayette Hotel downtown. The keynote speaker was Leonard Read, head of a New York–based think tank called the Foundation for Economic Education. In his speech, according to the Long Beach Press-Telegram, Read praised Mytinger and Casselberry as “skillful expositors” of free market policy, an imperative for businessmen to “halt the march of socialism.” Other local companies took out ads in the papers to congratulate M&C: “The distributor organization has been proving—every single day of the past 10 years—that our American creed of FREE ENTERPRISE is a reality and not a dream.”
A decade into their revolutionary “business,” Mytinger, Casselberry, and Rehnborg had transformed themselves from small-time hucksters to pillars of the community. They were also members of a still fringe but growing political movement, for whom the pursuit of profit was more than a calling. It was God’s will.
Like the founders of M&C and Nutrilite, Leonard Read was a former salesman with a history of foundered moneymaking aspirations. He had tried to run a wholesale grocery operation in Michigan, then moved to Palo Alto and sold real estate before he began working for the United States Chamber of Commerce, the organization founded by President William Howard Taft in 1912 to unite business interests on Capitol Hill. Read became head of the Chamber’s Western Division in 1932, just as the American economy entered its most brutal Depression years, and as FDR became president.
Business lobbying organizations and trade groups like the U.S. Chamber were largely supportive of the federal government’s interventions to stanch the country’s economic bleeding—at first. But as the Roosevelt administration progressed, it became clear to some in the business elite—as it had for the members of the National Association of Direct Selling Companies—just how far the president intended to go in regulating private enterprise. As documented by historian Kim Phillips-Fein in Invisible Hands, her history of the long crusade to reverse the New Deal, resentments built among a set of activist businessmen, true believers for whom Roosevelt’s policies, particularly the Social Security Act, were a terrible threat. They had not forgotten the years of the Red Scare, when anarchists and communists critical of American capitalism and inspired by revolutions in Europe, had helped start a strike wave and set bombs on Wall Street. The socialistic state planning of the New Deal amounted to a betrayal of capitalist principles, a capitulation to organized labor, and a retreat from the front lines in the fight against communism. They formed groups like the Liberty League, funded and founded by the DuPont chemical family in 1934, to speak out against what they saw as the New Deal’s overreach.
Read, who was radicalized during this period as a free-market purist, became a pivotal general in this nascent army. Though the New Deal was far from anticapitalist, the era had pinned the woes of the Great Depression on capitalism’s excesses, cruelties, and greed. The top-hat and monocle-wearing classes had ruined the economy. In the aftermath, labor won crucial ground, gaining sympathy in the press and at the polls. Read felt that this postwar liberal consensus, which favored government planning and a robust welfare state, could not stand.
But he knew that if big business and the very idea of private enterprise were going to survive, the system needed a rebrand. And it would not be carried out by the du Ponts of the world. Capitalism needed a new populist image with which to replace the robber baron, the kind of rousing call to arms that brought workers into unions—only the opposite. Read deemed this call to arms a “wealth crusade”: “more goods and more services for more people,” he wrote in 1937. He wanted to promote the idea that a society in which every individual has an unlimited capacity to accumulate wealth is not greedy, it is democratic. The change in tack would require “a new kind of enlightened, self-interested leadership,” one that utilized a “new grammar” to express economic conservatism. Businessmen didn’t just need business—they needed to be able to argue that their ability to get rich should be important to everyone else. Big government was bad for everyone, unions were bad for everyone, and the welfare state turned people into parasites. They needed to get workers to root for the boss.
Who better to enlist in the fight than salesmen? The hundreds of thousands of members of the Chamber of Commerce were exactly the kind of warriors Read realized could be mobilized to defend big business. These were not employees on a factory floor who could be infected by trade unionists. They were small-time owners of dry cleaners and gas stations, real estate brokers, insurance salesmen, car dealers, men in the aspiring middle classes. In 1945, Read founded the Foundation for Economic Education, or FEE, a think tank committed to refining and spreading laissez-faire ideals and “a stringent, crystalline vision of the free market,” as Phillips-Fein writes.
Luckily for Read, that was around the time the larger political climate began to shift slightly in his direction. After VE Day, corporations were no longer epitomized by the robber barons; instead, they were patriots had helped win the war. Americans became much more sympathetic to the role of business and capital in positively shaping society. On the other side, the labor movement that had achieved the minimum wage in 1938 began to stall. In 1947, Congress passed the Taft-Hartley Act, a host of restrictions on union organizing. One of its provisions required union officers to swear that they weren’t communists. The end of wartime allyship between the United States and the Soviet Union unleashed a renewed wave of anticommunism and antisocialism. In 1950, the two powers took opposite sides during armed conflict in North and South Korea. The Cold War had begun.
In 1952, Americans elected Dwight Eisenhower, the first Republican president in twenty years, whose administration coincided with an unprecedented period of prosperity for the country, marked by high employment and rising wages. Along with that affluence came mass consumption, which politicians on both sides of the aisle heralded as the way for citizens to enjoy and to contribute to the collective wealth of the nation. Buying American products, as tending a Victory Garden had been during the war, became a political act, by free citizens in a country of buyers that historian Lizabeth Cohen has deemed a “consumers’ republic.” As the middle class expanded, the trappings of nuclear family life—a house filled with the latest products, a Cadillac in the driveway to take the kids on vacation—was deployed as evidence that American capitalism could deliver an egalitarian society far better than communism could. “An American workingman can own his own comfortable home and a car and send his children to well-equipped elementary and high school and to colleges as well,” Eisenhower said in a speech in 1960, comparing the U.S. and the Soviet Union. “They fail to realize that he is not the downtrodden, impoverished vassal of whom Karl Marx wrote. He is a self-sustaining, thriving individual, living in dignity and freedom.”
But Eisenhower Republicans still embraced the New Deal consensus that the government should be involved in economic planning. The federal policy of the time still supported Social Security, backed trade unions, created tax incentives for homeowners, expanded credit, and instituted funding for higher education. This was far from Leonard Read’s vision of “self-interested leadership.” Read and his free-market evangelist allies continued organizing and building momentum around their more radical views. Over the course of the 1950s, other organizations sprang up to combine business elites and the intellectual and religious fringes of the right wing, like the Mont Pelerin Society, the American Enterprise Association (later Institute), and the John Birch Society.
Rehnborg, Mytinger, and Casselberry were model spokesmen for the mainstream conservative version of the American dream. They were shining examples of entrepreneurial ingenuity; national media spread breathless stories of the M&C founders working out of Lee Mytinger’s living room during the company’s start-up days, and turning it into a multimillion-dollar concern. Nutrilite ads depicted happy, healthy white families living out Eisenhower’s comfortable-home-and-car fantasy. The act of taking supplements was its own method of class mobility: Nutrition, Rehnborg told a group of distributors in 1957, was “truly and really and actually the means by which any person may make his or her adjustment to the conditions of living.” 
All three men used their success to forge political connections. In 1958, Rehnborg hosted a lavish Tahitian-themed dinner attended by Supreme Court justices and other luminaries for his lawyer Charles Rhyne, who had now become head of the American Bar Association, and who would the next year grace the cover of Time magazine. Mytinger would go on to help campaign for Rhyne’s friend Richard Nixon. Casselberry became a government propagandist: In 1956 he started a company to help produce film and television reels for the U.S. Information Agency, founded by Eisenhower to disseminate pro-American media abroad.
But they were also, as evidenced by his honored presence at M&C’s tenth anniversary celebration, ideologically aligned with Read. The Plan literally embodied Read’s desire to make every worker cheer for the boss: It turned every position at the bottom of the chain into one at the top, each downline into an upline lording over the chain below him. Inside the chain, every distributor became their own free market proselytizer. There were no managers, no boundaries that had previously inhibited the salesman. It was a business model in which caps on profit weren’t just considered harmful, they did not philosophically exist. Opportunity was infinite. Mytinger & Casselberry broadcast these ideas with their national advertising campaigns, and sponsored Your Nutrilite Radio Theatre, a drama anthology program hosted on NBC. They were beaming free enterprise into the new televisions in the new suburbs. Read couldn’t have paid for a better public relations campaign.
It’s not clear exactly how he got his invite to the celebratory Mytinger & Casselberry anniversary luncheon in 1955. In his journal, Read wrote that the night before the event, he and Casselberry “talked about FEE philosophy” late into the night at Casselberry’s oceanfront home. “I think Doc Casselberry is interested,” Read wrote the next day. In 1956, M&C gave his think tank $100.
Mytinger, Casselberry, and Rehnborg’s success helped shield their invention from nearly any negative exposure in its earliest years. They were telling a story of affluence in the age of the Affluent Society. “Our country is growing so fast,” Mytinger told a newspaper in 1955, “no direct sales organization can ever have a large enough force to serve all the people, regardless of where they live.” Maybe he really believed that. Whether or not he did, his optimism was politically expedient. Here the explosive growth of America itself provided cover for the endless chain. It was the endless chain, its expansion so inevitable and irrepressible that one day every person would be rich. The founders were almost daring anyone to challenge the core premise of their business model: that the greatest country on Earth would never stop expanding, and its people would never stop buying things.
Nevertheless, a challenge came. M&C was the subject of a government complaint again in 1957, this time from the Federal Trade Commission rather than the FDA. The FTC was not concerned with the company’s business model, not yet anyway. It took issue with the M&C distributor agreement, which the agency said violated parts of antitrust and fair trade law. In particular, the FTC argued that M&C’s restrictive policies on distributors—especially noncompete clauses that prohibited them from selling any vitamin product for two whole years if they left M&C—were unfair and anticompetitive.
Buried in the FTC’s complaint were revealing numbers: In 1958, there were only 1,420 distributors designated as key agents or above, out of 80,700 people. Thirteen years in, at the most dominant food supplement company in the country at the time, per the FTC, and only 1.7 percent of distributors had moved into its upper ranks. But the Plan was new enough to remain effectively camouflaged by direct selling, which also had lopsided statistics of success. Without digging into the details of how the Plan actually operated in practice, it looked like the rest of the distributors below the key agents were simply not very good salesmen. In 1960, the FTC ordered M&C to stop enforcing its noncompetes and other restrictive policies.
The FTC’s investigation was not nearly as disruptive as the internal conflicts going on at the company. Between 1957 and 1958, a short but intense recession occurred, and Nutrilite sales fell by 20 percent. To combat the losses, Rehnborg had developed a new product: a cosmetics line named after his fifth and final wife, Edith—a former friend of his fourth wife, Lela Calcote, who he had married a year after his divorce. At first M&C was against the idea; then, instead of agreeing to sell Rehnborg’s line, they developed their own called “Magicare.” Now the two companies that had always worked in symbiosis as manufacturer and marketer were in direct competition.
For a year, both Nutrilite Products and M&C sold their rival cosmetics. Like “children being faced with the likelihood of their parents’ divorce,” according to The Nutrilite Story, Mytinger & Casselberry distributors were caught in the middle, some selling Magicare cosmetics and Nutrilite vitamins. But in 1959, Nutrilite declared war on M&C, running a series of national newspaper ads proclaiming that Nutrilite could only be sold through its own distribution channels from then on, prompting a crisis through M&C’s distribution networks. Mytinger & Casselberry filed a restraining order against Nutrilite in response. Meanwhile, through all this, Mytinger and Casselberry were on the outs too. They had stopped speaking to each other and were communicating only through secretaries.
The drama came to a head at a meeting of the “Senior Key” distributors at a luxury hotel on Lake Louise, in the Canadian Rocky Mountains. Sales in 1959 had plummeted to half what they were in 1956. There was tension in the air between Nutrilite and M&C loyalists. At one point, Casselberry silently delivered a note to Mytinger that said he was willing to be bought out. But the major uproar occurred when managers at Nutrilite unveiled a new sales plan, which severely decreased the bonuses for the most senior uplines on their downline volume. The Senior Keys allegedly grew angry that their cut was going down. One among them stood up and voiced his extreme displeasure: Jay Van Andel, a successful thirty-five-year-old distributor from Ada, Michigan, who reportedly told the Nutrilite executives, “Well, if that’s what you’re going to do, you can forget about us! We’re through!”
What was about to happen was the first iteration of what has become a familiar pattern in MLM. The Senior Keys like Van Andel had learned a painful lesson at Lake Louise: Even though they were technically business owners, they were still subject to the whims of a corporate hierarchy in the form of Mytinger & Casselberry and Nutrilite. It was good to be an early M&C entrant, with a downline of thousands, but it would never be as good as being the company itself. The company got paid every time any distributor across the country, up- or downline, sent an order. And the company got to suddenly change their commission schedule for distributors when they had less money to share, when the astronomic growth stopped, which it always does. It was like being a high roller in a casino versus being the house. In the Plan, in the beginning and today, eventually everyone wants to be the house.
Van Andel was a leader among distributors. Tall, fair, with a long narrow nose, looking every bit like the Dutch immigrant stock from which he came, he was shrewd and calm, so much so that Rehnborg had actually offered him a management job. But he declined; his downline with partner and best friend Richard DeVos, the Ja-Ri organization, had thousands of people in Michigan and beyond. In fact, they had already made their plans to strike out on their own. According to The Nutrilite Story, the Direct Selling Association, Amway, and the rest of the industry, in 1959, Van Andel and DeVos began MLM’s next chapter. They would become the clean-shaven, wholesome, conservative Christian face of the MLM industry, as the founders amassed two of the largest fortunes in history.
But Amway was not the first set of distributors to realize that they could replicate the Plan. A group from Los Angeles, far less pious and upstanding, deliberately left out of that official story, had already broken off spectacularly from the chain.
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MIND CURE

In 1953, in Compton, California, ten miles from the Mytinger & Casselberry headquarters in Long Beach, notices started appearing in the local papers looking for salesmen for a nutrition company. It was “NEW” and “DIFFERENT,” they said. The company’s main product was an alfalfa-based vitamin and mineral supplement. The formula had been discovered by a “doctor” who had saved his own life with good nutrition.
The company was called Abundavita, though it was in almost all other aspects just a copy of Nutrilite, albeit a few tweaks. This time, the founder-guru was a man named James Breckenridge Jones, a “hillbilly boy from Tennessee,” who claimed to have discovered his master formula after a bout of ill-health. The alfalfa in his supplement was so special and delicate that for whatever reason it could only be harvested between 3 and 6 A.M. In reality, Jones had no medical training. He was a former insurance salesman who partnered with Richard Schnackenberg, a successful M&C distributor from Chicago, to copy Nutrilite. Both Jones and Schnackenberg had served in the air force during the war, then gone west.
They were not even the first to have defected from Mytinger and Casselberry and made their own version of the Plan. Also in 1953, a group of M&C distributors in Wisconsin left to start Numanna, a nearly identical company to Nutrilite. Numanna was founded by a silverware salesman who had been approached by M&C key agents and seen the marketing plan. M&C sued Numanna in court and won an injunction to shut down their operations.
Abundavita’s products were ripped straight from the Nutrilite catalog, and the Plan was ripped from M&C: the same discount ladder, the same 2 percent bonus for the top agents, just with a few deliberate changes. Jones seemed to have figured out that the $20 monthly price of Nutrilite was a barrier to recruitment, because Abundavita was much cheaper, at just $24 for a six-month supply, “the perfect food supplement that everyone can afford.” And there were no closed territories, which gave certain salesmen the exclusive right to sell in some areas, at Abundavita. (Though Mytinger had bragged that Nutrilite didn’t have them, either, this seems to not have been entirely true. The Nutrilite Story says closed territories, which would have limited a distributor’s ability to grow their downline, was a policy that “bothered” Nutrilite agents since the late 1940s and was only repealed in 1968.)
As Nutrilite faltered, Abundavita took off. By 1957, Jones, at forty, was a multimillionaire with a yacht. The company claimed to have made $5 million in sales in one year with a fleet of twenty-two thousand distributors in forty-eight states. Executives were descending on cities to hold massive recruitment meetings in hotel ballrooms and conference rooms, telling prospects that they could earn $1,500 or even $2,000 a month. “Get Rich Quick Offer Made by Food Supplement Concern,” one headline read. (The company reprinted the headline as an advertisement.)
Jones went the full Dale Carnegie route, styling himself as a success guru. In 1957, he published a self-help book called If You Can Count to Four and began touring the country as “Dr. Jones.” The universe has an “infinite abundance of every material thing one could ever desire to have in order to express his individuality,” the book insists. The reason for poverty and scarcity “is not because there is any shortage” of that abundance, but because people haven’t learned the “laws” that will allow them to get it. The laws are: One, obsessively visualize what you want; two, pretend you already have it; three, train your mind to tune out negative thoughts; and, four, allow your subconscious to achieve your dreams. Jones offered some drills and examples to this effect: Plaster your home with pictures of the Cadillac you want. Eventually, you’ll get the Cadillac. Once, he had a party celebrating his first television appearance months before he was ever invited on, during which he assigned guests a “script” congratulating him on how well he’d done.
It had its own quirks, but Jones’s book was not unique. Both Jones and Schnackenberg, who would go on to heavily influence the trajectory of multilevel marketing, were themselves heavily influenced by a book called Think and Grow Rich, written by one of America’s most consequential swindlers. His ideas, which are as ideologically important to MLM as free enterprise politics, in turn borrowed from a long-standing pseudoscientific, quasireligious movement called “positive thinking.”
The roots of the nebulous positive thinking movement are a heterogenous mix of people, ideas, and practices, some as revered as Henry David Thoreau, some as far-flung as Hinduism and yoga, as well as hypnotists, phrenologists, cultists, and other charlatans. In 1902, psychologist and philosopher William James coined the term “New Thought” to describe a new American semireligious tradition made up of people who believed in the practice of “mind-cure”: that they could heal themselves from disease or disability with their own minds. Members of this loose federation were still Protestant-ish; they believed in God, but also that God could be accessed via an infinite, supreme divine energy in each human being. One of the most influential positive thinkers was Mary Baker Eddy, the founder of the Church of Christian Science. New Thought spiritualists also coined the “law of attraction,” which some might recognize by its modern name, “manifestation.” In hundreds of magazines and pamphlets, they helped popularize a grab bag of philosophical, scientific, and metaphysical ideas like the notion of a subconscious mind.
New Thought arose in the 1880s out of the overwhelming changes that had occurred to the labor market, the economy, and to American society. It assuaged people who no longer knew exactly where they would fit into new industries, new cities, new futures. By the turn of the twentieth century, these ideas had been introduced to the world of business by a class of believers who updated mind-cure principles for salesmen. They were what sociologist Donald Meyer calls money “mystics.” In their view, the supreme divine energy, accessible via the subconscious, was money itself, an infinite resource. Dale Carnegie was certainly influenced by New Thought. His training courses—smile, remember names—offered a kind of mind-cure practice. The stories of Horatio Alger, Jr., in which a street urchin typically found salvation by doing some good for a wealthy savior, and which became popular right before World War One, contained similar themes of self-improvement.
By far the most well-known money mystic, even beyond Carnegie, was Napoleon Hill. In 1937, one year after How to Win Friends and Influence People was released, Hill published Think and Grow Rich, which dangled a “money-making secret” and “magic formula” for wealth in front of readers. Hill claimed to have spent decades interviewing America’s most successful men, including Andrew Carnegie, who, he explained, weren’t rich and powerful because they had access to something other people didn’t. It was simply that they knew how to manifest wealth. The universe carried vibrations, he explained, which man could attract. Adherents needed to literally visualize money every day and eliminate negative thinking. According to Hill, with enough training and enough concentration on what someone wants from the material world, the subconscious mind will start to act on its own via a process called autosuggestion. (Autosuggestion was a theory associated with French New Thought pharmacist Émile Coué, who claimed that some of his patients improved their health by repeating the sentence “Every day, in every way, I’m getting better and better.”)
Like Carnegie, Hill was speaking directly to the anxious masses who were still reckoning with the worst years of the Depression and who were delighted to learn that they could train themselves out of poverty and worry. Think and Grow Rich was a huge bestseller embraced by YMCAs and YWCAs, high schools, book clubs, civic organizations, and churches. Though not by everyone: One ominous review in the Minneapolis Star Tribune warned that Hill’s book was dangerous. “Even if the author is correct when he says this is the way Carnegie, Ford and others got rich, the same formula has wrecked thousands and if put into general effect would make this a nation of mad strivers, shunning the better elements of life, 99 percent of them doomed to failure.”
The reviewer was right to be skeptical. There is little evidence that Napoleon Hill ever met Carnegie, let alone helped Woodrow Wilson negotiate the end of World War I or that any of the other wild claims from his book are true. Before becoming a writer, he was involved in a string of investment frauds. One was an “automotive college” in Washington, D.C., in which young students paid to build cars that Hill sold for profit. The college had also had a “plan” in which students could become car-selling agents and get $3 a head for any friends they brought into the school. Literature promised profits of $21 a day. The college quickly collapsed.
A few years later, Hill took over an advertising school in Chicago, renamed it the George Washington Institute, and had it valued at $100,000 so that he could sell stock to students. For those who couldn’t afford a stock share, he created a corporation called “First National Trust” that would loan the students the money at a 5 percent interest rate. (He also required them, as part of a “lesson,” to write letters supporting his run for a congressional seat.) Hill was eventually prosecuted under Illinois securities law. He was charged by the Federal Trade Commission in 1922 for publishing a magazine he used to solicit donations to fake charities and investments in fake oil stocks.
None of Hill’s subsequent books did nearly as well as Think and Grow
Rich, and he struggled. Thankfully after the Second World War, the money mystics had a resurgence, responding to a creeping sense of exhaustion, malaise, and anxiety among the striving white-collar classes. Personality testing and “industrial psychology,” like the vocational training Casselberry had done in the 1930s, boomed again. Hill, then in his sixties, found a patron in Chicago insurance magnate W. Clement Stone, who started a new self-help publishing company in his name in 1953.
In the postwar era, New Thought was rechristened in popular culture as “positive thinking.” The term was made famous by a 1952 bestseller called The Power of Positive Thinking, whose author, a Protestant minister in Manhattan named Norman Vincent Peale, had been taught New Thought principles as a child. Peale was a devotee of psychiatry and had written other, less successful self-help books in the vein of Casselberry’s How to Use Psychology in Everyday Living.
The Power of Positive Thinking, however, remained on The
New York Times bestseller list for 186 weeks.
Peale was a more-credentialed version of Napoleon Hill. He was also influenced by and involved in right-wing politics. In the 1930s, he had been an ally of Spiritual Mobilization, a group founded to rally clergymen against the New Deal by a Protestant minister in Los Angeles (who happened to preach at a church attended by Leonard Read). Spiritual Mobilization sought to supplant the Social Gospel with the prosperity gospel, to defend capitalism as a Christian cause. A 1942 New York
Sun article called Peale “a vigorous assailant of the New Deal, preaching eloquent sermons against bureaucracy, official bungling, muddling and meddling, invasion of individual rights, wrecking of American traditions, coddling the unemployed, providing relief for the undeserving, knuckling to union labor.”
The direct-selling industry helped seed positive thinking principles among their salesmen decades before Peale popularized the term. Companies like Fuller Brush and Avon disseminated their own mind-cure literature to their salesmen, who had long been drilled on how to smile. The Fuller Brush sales manager who invented the “Fine and Dandy!” call-and-response technique claimed to have been inspired by a 1906 New Thought tome called The Law of Suggestion.
When Mytinger and Casselberry came along, they, too, had been steeped in these ideas, Mytinger as a salesman, Casselberry as a self-help author and lecturer. Casselberry’s mother was a Christian Scientist. In 1956, in an article in a series of newspaper installments on his success principles, Napoleon Hill held Mytinger and Casselberry up as an example of what he called a successful “master mind” alliance.
Jones and Schnackenberg were even more fanatical positive thinking adherents. Jones’s self-help book How to Count to Four, which he published in 1957 when Abundavita had made him a millionaire, regurgitates much of Hill’s Philosophy of Achievement; in promoting it, Jones claimed to have been one of Hill’s protégés before he started Abundavita. When Schnackenberg wrote his own success bible, The BE Book, self-published in 1994, he, too, borrowed heavily from Hill, repeating the principles of manifestation and the subconscious mind. “What is the purpose of my existence?” Schnackenberg asked himself in 1947 after returning from the war. “Am I just a pawn, tossed about in the scheme of things?” Then he started driving by the mansions of Los Angeles every day, envisioning himself in a Cadillac, until one day he had attracted both into his life.
Positive thinking presented the pop-psychology version of Leonard Read’s wealth crusade. It positioned money and abundance as infinitely available in the universe and accessible to all under capitalism—Read’s “more goods and more services for more people.” Anyone who was struggling with the current system didn’t need handouts from the government, or collective struggle. They just weren’t tapping into the right energies. A good life was achievable with total obsession and relentless individual pursuit. Hill had explicitly written Think and Grow Rich, he says in its pages, to combat the idea, spread by “crooked labor leaders” that free enterprise was “something poisonous.” Though he had personally enriched himself through fraud and con artistry, he insisted that the system would deliver. “OPPORTUNITY has spread its wares before you. Step up to the front, select what you want, create your plan, put the plan into action, and follow through with PERSISTENCE. ‘Capitalistic’ America will do the rest.”
Under the influence of positive thinking, the next phase of multilevel marketing was more extreme in every way. In 1957, just as Abundavita spun off Nutrilite, Schnackenberg defected from Jones and started his own company called Nutri-Bio. (After publishing If You Can Count to Four, Jones seems to have developed a massive ego, describing himself to one interviewer as a “higher dimensional alchemist working with a higher dimensional test tube which is life and experience.”)
Though Nutri-Bio was a vitamin outfit, it was like Nutrilite on steroids, not supplements. It was headquartered in tony Beverly Hills instead of Long Beach. The packaging of its bright yellow and green supplements was sleeker and more modern. It had a more famous and flamboyant Hollywood spokesperson: actor Bob Cummings, who had his own eponymous sitcom on NBC. Cummings was a fabulist who pretended for years to be a British thespian named “Blade Stanhope Conway” before going out to Hollywood and adopting a southern twang. More importantly for Nutri-Bio, he was a food supplement freak, a sort of 1950s Gwyneth Paltrow, who shared his eccentric celebrity diet (with dishes like cottage cheese, pineapple, vinegar, and cod liver oil; and snacks of soybeans and bonemeal) to the bemusement of reporters and fans. Later in his life, it would be revealed that Cummings had been addicted to methamphetamines for decades.
The most critical update was how Nutri-Bio modified the Plan. Mytinger and Casselberry’s invention of purchase volume had cleverly made the selling of vitamins in Nutrilite a nonissue. Recruiting was the engine of growth—but it still appeared to outsiders that vitamins were how they made their money. Nutrilite salesmen were allegedly still required to sell to twenty-five customers before they became distributors and figured out how the real money flowed, like being let into a secret club.
Nutri-Bio had no such controls. To the contrary, to get to the top rank, and access to the biggest discounts and refunds based on their downlines’ purchases, a distributor could simply pay $10,500 of their own money to buy it. This “buy-in” option was a new device in the business model. It dispatched with the slightest fiction that new distributors had built up customers or even a group of other distributors under them who were selling vitamins.
To get prospects to fork over the cash, Schnackenberg and his fellow salesmen relied on tactics of mind-cure. They pitched the company as a self-improvement project rather than a vitamin sales firm. “Nutri-Bio Corp is looking for a particular type of man,” one early ad read, “who is not interested in the usual run of the mill propositions but rather one to whom the unusual is a challenge.” To inspire a militaristic fervor, the ranks were named General, Colonel, Lieutenant, and on down to the lowest-level distributors, Privates, who company literature called “soldiers with esprit de corps dedicated to a good cause.”
The Nutri-Bio executives touted their intense training program that turned former janitors, teachers, farmers, and nurses into selling machines, by teaching the principles of money manifestation. “We transformed them completely their dress, talk, walk, even the way they shook hands,” one told Maclean’s, adding that “people who fail are negative thinkers.” To further avoid negativity, Schnackenberg didn’t read the newspaper or watch the news, instead sticking to Norman Vincent Peale and Napoleon Hill. Another executive offered his system of “definitizing”: “It’s not enough to want a car. What kind of new car? See it, smell it.”
One of the most effective trainers was Emanuel James Rohn, a thirty-two-year-old former evangelical preacher from Idaho who Schnackenberg had brought over from Abundavita, and who headed up Nutri-Bio’s Canadian branch. He was a powerful speaker with a sharp, loud voice, described as being able to hold a crowd motionless for hours with his sales sermons.
With all these innovations in place, Nutri-Bio exploded across the United States and Canada. Within five years, the company had surpassed what Nutrilite had accomplished in ten. By 1961 there were 75,000 distributors, and the American branch was supposedly grossing $30 million a year, Nutri-Bio claimed. Recruits in small towns and big cities were signing checks for thousands of dollars on the spot, for packages of millions of vitamins, without having received a single order. They were mortgaging their houses and selling their businesses just to get access to the highest positions in the chain. These large investments meant that each of the newly minted Generals was extremely motivated to recruit distributors under them to make back their investment. It was a wickedly clever recruiting incentive.
Some local press was so credulous the coverage bordered on malpractice: One New Jersey paper described a Nutri-Bio sales organization as “an amazingly successful enterprise launched by a pair of amazingly successful young executives dealing with several amazingly successful products provided by an amazingly successful national concern.” But the company’s brazenness courted detractors as it ran through cities and towns, who saw through the marketing plan. “The sales plan is something you’ve heard before, with a twist or two added here and there. It has all the get-rich-quick inducements,” the Orlando Sentinel wrote in 1961. “Who can forget the dime chain letter craze of the thirties?” the Toronto Star asked. “It should be obvious to anyone who got as far as Geometric Progressions in high school that, if this keeps up, everyone in town will be trying to sell Nutri-Bio to everyone else it is the Johnny-come-latelies who pay their money and get little return.”
A story in Newsweek explicitly called the company a “neo-militaristic health-and-profits cult,” and the sales plan “little more than a variation on the old chain letter or pyramid club.” But Nutri-Bio turned it into advertising: “Have you read the July 31 Issue of Newsweek Magazine?” the ads read. “These incomes can be yours if you have a desire to live like those you have envied.”
Despite the skill of Schnackenberg, Rohn, and their comrades, Nutri-Bio couldn’t avoid repeating some of Nutrilite’s mistakes. The FDA now had a watchful eye on the new, implausibly successful company from Beverly Hills. In the fall of 1961, federal agents began a crackdown on Nutri-Bio shipments, starting in Atlanta, then Washington, D.C., alleging that they were in violation of the law regarding health claims. (To make matters worse, the organization encountered something of a public relations scandal, when it was revealed that right-wing evangelical minister Reverend Billy James Hargis of the Christian Crusade, linked to bombings of schools in Little Rock, had been peddling Nutri-Bio in his weekly newsletter, saying it would help fight communism.)
Through 1962, seizures continued in New York, Washington, North Carolina, and Illinois, with thousands of green and yellow capsules and mounds of literature destroyed. Distributors, fearful of being federally prosecuted, were paralyzed. Because the entire system was built on nesting chains of constant promotion, when the chains broke, the company collapsed. The Canadian subsidiary was taken over by creditors to manage its unpaid bills, after distributor organizations failed to sell their stock, then ultimately sold in bankruptcy proceedings. By the end of 1963, the corporate company was all but defunct. Across North America, people advertised their discounted Nutri-Bio pills, at half off, buy-one-get-one-free, clearance, liquidation. The heirs of one man in Florida, who had invested $100,000 in his business “at the urging of a Georgia preacher” and later died, discovered he had a warehouse full of Nutri-Bio years after the company shut down.
Nutri-Bio is now just one drop in a sea of twentieth-century American scams. Two LPs, a film reel, and a yellow box of Nutri-Bio capsules sit in a glass case in the FDA History Office in Silver Spring, Maryland. The company has been all but erased from the official history of multilevel marketing: Neither Nutri-Bio nor Schnackenberg, nor Jones, nor Abundavita appears in The Nutrilite Story. They also do not appear on any other Amway or Direct Selling Association literature—for obvious reasons. The earliest West Coast spin-offs of Nutrilite were widely regarded as cons.
But at the time Nutri-Bio was a national scandal, with “one of the largest collections of pseudoscientific health literature ever assembled,” according to the FDA commissioner, speaking at Senate hearings on health frauds convened in 1964. One Harvard University professor speaking at a separate hearing on quackery and the elderly estimated nutritional scams were costing 10 million Americans $500 million a year. Companies like Nutri-Bio could conscript “armies of doorbell ringers up to 30 times the size of the Food and Drug Administration staff.” There were no Senate hearings convened to explore the business model they were using.
The men of Nutri-Bio were soldiers in the wealth crusade. They treated the consumer republic’s message of mass consumption and class mobility as dogmatically as religion. To them, the house and the car were not just aspirational objects—they should be coveted to the point of hypnosis, to be meditated upon like a talisman. And they realized they could teach other people to think the same way. The techniques they honed would shape the darkest aspects of MLM culture that still endure, like positive thinking’s constant mental work: Never stop envisioning stacks of cash, your new mansion, your new Cadillac. Don’t listen to negative thoughts. Every day, in every way, get better and better. These mantras train the practitioners to constantly look inward, to blame themselves for the conditions of their lives, and, crucially, to blame themselves for their inevitable failure to make money selling a product no one wants to buy from them. It is a terrifyingly effective method of control.
The Nutri-Bio leaders scattered as the company collapsed. Rohn would go on to play a major role in a later chapter in multilevel marketing’s growth, but Schnackenberg never had another venture take off like Nutri-Bio. In the 1970s, he opened a series of “Nu-Weight Control” centers, which offered weight loss through “psycho-cybernetics and self-hypnosis,” but they didn’t take off.
By 1963, a second phase of MLM was emerging. Ads promoting one company in the next wave appeared in Vogue and Seventeen magazine. “New company, fabulous marketing plan,” they boasted. Their product? Makeup.
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COSMETICS



MONIQUE
YEAR: 2014
RANK: independent beauty consultant
TIME IN MARY KAY COSMETICS: 8 months
MONEY SPENT: $3,900
As a new Mary Kay consultant, Monique put on a full face of makeup every morning, just like her upline Linette had told her to. Go to your mailbox every morning with a full face of makeup, go to the grocery store with a full face of makeup, she said. (“Ten years later, that’s still in my head,” Monique says now. “I cannot leave my house without makeup on. Even to go to the VA.”) Her face was her greatest asset, Linette told her. She never knew who she was going to run into for a “warm chat,” which is what Mary Kay calls the sales warm-up. Linette told Monique to head out into suburban Tallahassee looking for ideal Mary Kay customers: soccer moms, housewives with their kids at school, or in tow, at places like Barnes & Noble or the mall. Target was the ideal choice. Monique would give herself $20 a day to spend on a few coffees while she walked up and down the aisles of the store for hours, lingering in the beauty section, looking for potential women to warm chat.
Monique hadn’t been wearing makeup for very long at all, just since she started Mary Kay, though she loved getting in her bathroom and experimenting with the products. Ladies would teach each other at events, though none of them were professional makeup artists. Once, she approached a woman in the Target beauty aisle who seemed interested in her offer of a Mary Kay facial. But when the woman asked Monique about a white powder for her face to set her makeup, she was flummoxed. Monique had no idea what she meant. The woman was talking about translucent powder, and another shopper in the aisle heard her and stepped in. Monique felt embarrassed. She was supposed to be a “beauty consultant,” she thought to herself, despite only being recently and hastily credentialed by a website.
Nevertheless, the makeup started to make her feel beautiful after years of fatigues and fluorescent lighting on base. And she had long felt self-conscious about the effects of being stricken with Bell’s palsy in her senior year of high school, which had caused the features on the left side of her face to droop. Right before it happened, Monique and her brother had plans to drive to Atlanta to participate in an open modeling call at the mall—Monique was five foot nine and thought maybe she had a chance to get scouted. By the time she joined Mary Kay, her symptoms had diminished, and only a nearly imperceptible stillness remained on that left side under the Nourishine gloss and Chromafusion eye shadow.
Monique was highly motivated to find customers. A few weeks into her Mary Kay business, after spending $118 on her starter kit, Linette had encouraged her to place her first major product order. Monique spent the minimum amount needed to receive a distinction called “star consultant”: $1,800 ($2,200 with tax and shipping). Star consultant orders made her eligible for prizes like a Dyson hair dryer, Le Creuset cookware, or a Roomba vacuum. Every three months, Monique was required to place another order if she wanted to stay active, and she continued to spend several hundred dollars at least, sometimes over $1,000. She needed to start moving her Mary Kay.
On a good day, Monique would find maybe twenty women to approach in the aisles of Target. Maybe eight, on a better day, would give her their names and numbers, and on an excellent day, maybe two or three would respond when she wrote them a cheery note inviting them to the Pink Cadi Shack. After all that, on the absolute best day, Monique might make one sale. To achieve this required sifting through a barrage of nos (“Each one gets you closer to your first yes,” her upline said). She had scripts for every objection. If a potential customer can’t afford a product, could she use a credit card? If her husband wouldn’t let her make an expensive purchase, could she put it on a “husband unawareness plan,” and spread it out over a few separate charges? “Who do you know that loves you enough to give you $100?” Monique pressed. “Or what about ten people who can give you $10?”
Her first sale didn’t happen in Target. A few weeks after signing her contract, Monique hosted her Mary Kay debut party, a coming-out gathering for her new business, as required by Linette. Monique had to pay for the soda and cookies at the Shack herself; you couldn’t have a party there without refreshments, the rules said. She provided free beauty treatments using items from her wholesale order and invited some friends. That night, a guests at the Shack said she wanted to buy a moisturizer from one of the new beauty consultants, and she chose Monique. In theory, with the Mary Kay compensation plan, Monique stood to make 50 percent profit off a sale to a customer thanks to her wholesale discount. Monique had paid $12 for the moisturizer as part of her $1,800 order. She was selling it for $24. Practically, though, that 50 percent wasn’t so simple. Mary Kay beauty consultants are required to pay taxes on the retail price of their wholesale orders. With the cost of shipping, it ate into her profit so that on that moisturizer sale, Monique netted just around $8.00.
It became obvious that for the hours and effort required to actually sell Mary Kay products, the pay was minuscule. Linette, her upline, encouraged Monique to recruit distributors under her as she struggled to make sales to customers herself. Recruiting is how you can move up the consultant ladder the fastest, she was told.
Linette had what seemed like a picture-perfect life: She was always bragging about family vacations to Disney World and renovations on her house. When Monique asked for advice, she encouraged her to host another party, to give more free facials. But Monique was behind on her electricity and phone bills and eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, still, for most of her meals. How could she pay for a party, and keep paying for more products to give free facials? “You’ll have a breakthrough,” Linette told her. “God is going to bless your efforts.”
Finally, eight months into working her business, Monique recruited someone, via Facebook: an old military friend, who ordered $225 worth of Mary Kay products ($275 with tax and shipping). Having just one recruit made Monique a Senior Consultant, hitting her first rank. She made a 4 percent commission off her friend’s order, around $9. The friend never ordered again.
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BEAUTY SHOW

While Mary Kay Ash was alive, consultants who were about to become Independent Sales Directors, the highest rank in her cosmetics company, were invited to her mansion, a white, single-level round house with a glass atrium rising in the middle, set against a private lake, in the prestigious north Dallas neighborhood of Preston Hollow. They would pose for photos in the blush pink bathroom, in the pink heart-shaped tub, with a gold swan for a faucet. They got to see Ash’s closet, filled with sparkly ball gowns, minks, and suede skirt suits. Finally, having changed into a caftan, Ash herself—tiny, with her crown of blond hair and powdered porcelain face, big blue eyes twinkling, false lashes impeccably glued on top of smoky shadow—would serve them spiced tea and cookies in the living room. They would sit on the yellow shag rug and hear Ash, in her soft voice, talk about perseverance until it was time to head back to their hotel.
Mary Kay Cosmetics was founded in 1963 out of tragedy, the legend goes: Ash’s husband, a businessman named George Hallenbeck, dropped dead at the breakfast table just weeks before she was about to launch her cosmetics company in Dallas. He was going to be the one to handle all the finances. Ash’s son Richard, from a previous marriage, stepped in to be her new partner, and with “just $5,000,” Ash’s life’s savings, she always said, Mary Kay Cosmetics was founded. They had one storefront in a Dallas strip mall and nine saleswomen. The company would eventually become a crown jewel of the multilevel marketing industry, ranked ninth largest by the Direct Selling Association, with millions of independent beauty consultants worldwide, though Mary Kay has stopped saying exactly how many.
Ash’s perseverance is why she was bestowed the Horatio Alger Award in 1978 by a nonprofit called the Horatio Alger Association of Distinguished Americans, cofounded in 1947 by Norman Vincent Peale to “combat a growing attitude among young people that economic opportunity was a thing of the past.” The Horatio Alger Award has been given to many CEOs of MLM companies, as well as Ronald Reagan, Billy Graham, Maya Angelou, Oprah Winfrey, Rob Lowe, and Theranos founder Elizabeth Holmes.
Certain elements of Ash’s rags-to-riches trajectory are true, particularly the end points. She was born into poverty in 1918 in Hot Wells, Texas, outside Houston. Her mother worked as a restaurant manager, and Ash took care of her father, who was disabled by a tuberculosis infection, as if she was the adult in the house: cooking for him, heading into Houston by herself and catching streetcars at seven years old to do the shopping. Ash recounts her upbringing in her memoir, Miracles Happen, not as traumatic but with a shrug. “It never occurred to me things should be any different.”
Right out of high school, Ash married a handsome musician named Ben Rogers, who played in a band called the Hawaiian Strummers. They had three children in quick succession. Her husband was drafted into the military in 1944, and, according to her memoir, when he returned from service a year later, he asked for a divorce. He was already living with another woman, she once told a reporter. So Ash had to go to work herself. She chose direct selling.
Mytinger & Casselberry had shrewdly decided to target white married couples to build Nutrilite because of the ways wartime employment had shaken up the nuclear family. The number of women in the labor force increased by almost 50 percent between 1940 and 1945. Those numbers returned to prewar levels in the late ’40s, but the social effects of this reorganization lingered. Rosie the Riveter had become a symbol of American women’s capacity to be productive, to be useful. Even the apron-and-heels-wearing, pie-baking, slippers-fetching homemakers in the style of June Cleaver or Donna Reed had greater ambitions.
But even before multilevel marketing was invented, direct selling had more readily embraced women than other industries. The door-to-door industry was already feminized in that salesmen, as independent contractors, were in that secondary, marginalized category of workers cut out of the protections of the New Deal. This kind of part-time, low-wage labor looked more like typical women’s work than men’s. Women had been Avon representatives since 1886, and dealers for Stanley Home Products, started by former Fuller Brush executive Franklin Beveridge, since 1931. Beveridge, at Stanley, pioneered a tactic called “home parties,” which was first devised by an aluminum cookware company in the 1920s. A dealer would ask a housewife to allow him to demonstrate his housekeeping products in her living room. In return, the housewife got to keep a portion of the sales at the party. Many Stanley dealers who were women used the same sales tactic.
Stanley credited its success to the home party method, also known as the party plan, and a host of other companies sprang up during the 1940s and 1950s to implement it too, directly appealing to women as both consumers and as saleswomen in the postwar consumer’s republic. Keeping house was not just a woman’s duty but a science and an art that could be improved by better products. One of the newer companies was Tupperware, founded in 1946, which had first tried to sell its exciting plastic sealable container in department stores; around 1950, a few dealers began using the party plan instead, and profits soared.
The party plan took off because it gave women an opportunity to make a little money—or a few of them some pretty good money—but also because it turned selling into something unthreatening: “Want to have a good time with friends while looking over what’s newest and best in household products to lighten housework and to enhance personal grooming?” a Stanley ad from 1953 asks, under an image of pearl-wearing women oohing and aahing over floor wax and mops. By 1960 the DSA was touting direct selling as a growing opportunity for women. Of the 1.5 million direct sellers in America, 650,000 were women, they reported, with some earning a staggering amount of $50,000 full time. (The DSA provided no supporting evidence for this claim.)
The presence of women in the direct-selling market also helped furnish the industry with a much-needed image update at a time when the salesman was, as Arthur Miller told the country, dying in spirit and significance. The unctuous trickster of Melville’s Confidence-Man and the pathetic Fuller Brush dealer were replaced with new and improved spokespeople: the pretty faces of Avon and Tupperware ladies, at the door in their pillbox hats and skirt suits.
As a young mother, Ash went to work for Stanley, where she proved an excellent saleswoman, earning the rank of “Queen” status, an award for top saleswomen, within her second year. In 1952, she defected to World Gift, a local Texas direct-selling company that used the party plan to sell knickknacks from abroad, where she also rose through the ranks of “displayers” to become a sales trainer. But she careened into the glass ceiling. All Mary Kay beauty consultants know the story: One day, Ash’s boss had hired a man under her in the sales department; then, after she trained him, he promoted the guy above her and gave him twice her salary. Ash quit.
Ash opened her own company, Mary Kay Cosmetics, in 1963—the same year Betty Friedan’s feminist cri de coeur The Feminine Mystique was published, and one before Phyllis Schlafly’s conservative A Choice Not an Echo. In offering Mary Kay as opportunity for women, by women, Ash made a shrewd marketing calculation. She was riding a wave of personal identity and empowerment rhetoric ushered in by the changing labor market, the civil rights movement, and second wave feminism. Women could be whatever they wanted, she (and Friedan) said. Women could make their own money. Yes, there had been saleswomen, but as she had encountered, they would inevitably reach a layer of management where the directors and executives had to be men. In making herself the boss, she was making a concerted choice to signal something: progress.
But Ash simultaneously embodied the backlash to that progress. She was never without a man in the room—after her husband George’s heart attack, she made her son Richard CEO in 1968. The Mary Kay saleswoman was not liberated so she could run for office, but so she could afford to buy a roast for dinner and have the time to put it on the table. Ash liked to suggest that consultants work hard in their Mary Kay business all day while their kids were at school, then run home and sauté some onions in a skillet in the evening so that their husbands would smell the home cooking and think their wives had been standing at the stove for hours.
Mary Kay Cosmetics had its own version of the party plan called “the Mary Kay Beauty Show.” The consultant would be invited into the home of a host housewife and pull up in her pink Cadillac. Her vinyl makeup cases would be pink; the gifts she brought would be pink; even the pen she used to take orders would be pink. For the guests there would be games, tea, and little sandwiches. The consultant would instruct each woman how to cleanse their face and apply foundation, eye shadow, blush, lipstick, eyebrow liner and eyeliner, and mascara.
The makeup demonstration itself was subtly subversive: During a Mary Kay “facial,” potential recruits were lavished with attention and told to prioritize themselves—within the safe confines of the living room party. (As a Mary Kay Annual Report put it in 1982, “for once in her hectic life, someone else is focusing on her needs.”) The hour of pampering was the initial offering; even more powerful and tantalizing was the self-transformation dangled by the Mary Kay “opportunity,” the independence presented by the smart-suited saleswoman driving her own luxury car, with people working under her, and her own money. But the hyperfeminized packaging of the whole thing made it safe for the husbands too. The Mary Kay company magazine, Applause, featured a recurring section called “Husband’s Corner,” composed of dispatches from adoring men charting their wives’ progress.
Ash understood Dale Carnegie’s emphasis on making people feel important. She realized that it was even more potent for women. (“Recognition was as vital to me as money,” she wrote in her memoir.) She upped the ante by offering her consultants not just prizes or even bonus money—she made them feel like movie stars. The first Mary Kay Seminar, the company convention, was held in 1964 in the Mary Kay warehouse. Ash served Jell-O salad and chicken with her special jalapeño dressing, deboning rotisserie chickens for two hundred people. “Seminar” may sound academic, but the event was effectively a pageant. (There was never any confusion between Seminar and, say, a meeting of the National Organization of Women. At Seminar in 1978, only two of eight thousand attendees wore pants, and those who did sent personal apologies to Ash.) As the company grew, top beauty consultants received awards and descended onto a stage via a curved set of stairs, escorted by their husbands, in front of thousands of Mary Kay recruits, all dressed in ball gowns. Ash would float in like a fairy godmother to crown them each “queen” with a tiara. Winners walked away with mink stoles and diamond rings, just like the ones Ash had.
Ash was also a devotee of Napoleon Hill and counted Think and Grow Rich among the books that profoundly impacted her life. At one Seminar, one of the awards given to consultants was the “Go-Give Award,” borrowing a concept directly from Hill. (“The day of the ‘go-getter’ has passed,’ ” Hill wrote in Think and Grow. “He has been supplanted by the ‘go-giver.’ ” Hill argued that sales ought to be understood as “service”—salesmen weren’t selling things, they were providing a benefit to their fellow man.) Ash presented the Go-Give Award in honor of a Mary Kay Sales Director named Sue Vickers who was murdered in 1978. Vickers had forgotten where her pink Cadillac was parked in a Dallas mall; two men who offered to help her find it abducted and raped her, then strangled her to death. Vickers’s murder had occurred just a few days before that year’s Seminar, but the event went ahead as scheduled. Ash later wrote in her memoir that “that’s the way Sue would have wanted it.” “The real test of a champion,” she wrote, “is being able to put on a happy face when deep down you’re suffering with a serious personal problem.”
Even as Mary Kay expanded, boasted millions of dollars in sales, and went public on the stock market, the whole thing had an air of a giggling innocence and lightness. A prevailing idea was that many of the saleswomen were comfortable enough financially but wanted something extra for the family sugar bowl. It was as if the business itself was an afterthought. “They Held a Morning Party, to Learn to Apply Make-Up,” went the headline of the first-ever New York Times article about Mary Kay in 1975, which compared it to Avon. They called it the “selling-via-party approach.”
But Mary Kay was not a “selling-via-party” approach. Nor was it traditional door-to-door sales, like Avon. It was multilevel marketing.
According to Ash’s son Richard Rogers, recruiting was the path to “the real money,” not the “nuts and bolts” of selling makeup, in the Mary Kay marketing plan—that’s what Rogers allegedly told one of Mary Kay’s first recruits, a Dallas legal secretary named Jackie Brown, who wrote a memoir and exposé about her experience in 2010 called Ask Me About Mary Kay. Sitting in the Mary Kay offices, Rogers took a pad and explained the Mary Kay plan, which was just like M&C’s, Abundavita’s, and Nutri-Bio’s before it. Brown would receive increasing commissions and refunds off what she and her recruits purchased from the company. The plan even had that same ultimate 2 percent commission devised by M&C for the highest position, the National Sales Director. Brown recalls jumping to her feet and screaming when she saw how the commission check number would increase exponentially with more recruits. “I can multiply myself,” she shrieked, “and make money on hundreds, even thousands of other people’s sales.”
As the Times headline demonstrates, no one really understood the distinction between Avon’s business model and the “profits pyramid” Mary Kay was using. Multilevel marketing was new enough that to most outsiders it still looked like door-to-door sales, as evidenced by the chaos around Nutri-Bio. The party plan was an even more effective cover for how the operation really worked than direct selling had been. No one batted an eyelash at women giving beauty shows to one another in their living rooms. It was too silly, too cute, too pink and frilly to warrant much scrutiny. Ash always claimed that she “wasn’t interested in the dollars and cents part of any business.” She left that to her son, she would say. Ash writes in Miracles Happen that to her P&L stood not for profit and loss, but “people and love.” It was as if a woman couldn’t possibly be running a scam.
In reality, according to Jackie Brown at least, Ash was even more ruthless in designing her business than her predecessors. In the Mary Kay compensation plan, Ash had devised a unique “qualification” period for would-be Directors that put them on a frenzied hamster wheel of recruiting and buying cosmetics, an invention that remains in use by Mary Kay to this day. To qualify, a Director and her recruits were required to buy $4,000 worth of Mary Kay every month for three consecutive months (around $20,000 today). The requirements placed an enormous amount of pressure uplines who were trying to rank up, who passed that pressure to their downlines.
Brown describes how Ash pitted her against another consultant, dangling ever higher tiers of bonuses and commissions, some of which never materialized. Brown even describes Ash telling her matter-of-factly that getting pregnant would hurt her business. Brown ultimately left Mary Kay, she writes in her memoir, because Ash and Rogers withdrew the 2 percent commission they promised her. As the person at the top of the pyramid, she simply would have taken too much money from them.
Brown eventually accused the pair of lying about the very foundations of the company. Ash had long claimed to have purchased the special skincare formula used in Mary Kay from a Texas hide tanner, who had developed the product based on the materials he used to transform raw cowhides into supple, smooth leather. Ash, keenly spotting a gold mine, had allegedly bought it for just $500 from him. A disgruntled Brown and another Mary Kay Director visited the tanner’s daughter, who claimed thar Ash had actually stolen the formula. The daughter partnered with Brown in a new company called Beauticontrol, using a marketing plan similar to Mary Kay’s. Beauticontrol and Mary Kay sued each other in 1966, finally settling in 1969.
One of the things the lawsuit exposed was Mary Kay’s personal life. She had not only been married to Ben Rogers, the musician, and to George Hallenbeck, the businessman who died at the breakfast table. She had used seven different last names in her life before she started her company, Brown claimed. Some of these names are backed up by public records and other sources. Even after the war, when she was abandoned by the musician, records show a Mary Kay Rogers had already married a Stanley Home Products executive by 1946. Another husband was the brother of Mary Crowley, a Stanley saleswoman Ash recruited in 1949, and who left in 1957 to start her own direct sales company, Home Interiors and Gifts. All told, it is possible Ash was very rarely single and “raising three young children on her own” at all during her sales career, contrary to what it says on the Mary Kay website.
There is a reason that evidence of Ash’s additional marriages has been gathered on PinkTruth, the message board for Mary Kay skeptics and defectors started by Tracy Coenen, a former consultant and forensic accountant, in 2006. For one, seven is a scandalous and salacious number of husbands for a supposedly staunch born-again Baptist to have had. More importantly, the idea that Ash as a single woman was able to support herself and her children through her career in “direct sales” and MLM is at the core of how Mary Kay Cosmetics has recruited for decades. A profile written in 1995, for example, describes her as “an oddity: a single woman making her way in a world full of rough-and-tumble Willie Lomans.” It contains heartstring-yanking moments when Ash says that she “didn’t have time to be lonely.”
This story wasn’t just an Horatio Alger–type appeal to American entrepreneurship. It was targeted to a very specific audience: women who did need to work to support themselves and their families. Despite the “sugar bowl” reputation of the party plan, many women over the course of the 1960s and 1970s entered the workforce looking to make a real income, not just extra money. By then, the fantasy of the functioning nuclear family—a husband who could provide as the sole breadwinner, a wife who could remain at home—was proving inaccessible to many Americans in reality. The Cleaver family ideal had always been exclusionary, primarily to Black Americans: Black men were largely kept out of the kind of secure labor force that provided a so-called family wage. Black women were similarly relegated to domestic and agricultural work. The nuclear family model was discriminatory in other ways too, against the unmarried, divorced, and widowed, for example.
But even many white, married women who would otherwise fit into the idealized version of the middle-class family went to work. Wives accounted for four-fifths of the 5.8 million new women workers between 1950 and 1960. And the jobs they got—what most women got—were primarily in industries like food service, retail, or doing clerical work, sectors of the economy that were feminized like direct selling: with few (if any) benefits, lower pay, and fewer opportunities for advancement. When Jackie Brown joined Mary Kay in 1963, she was a bored legal secretary barely making enough to justify the drudgery of the job.
In the 1970s, several “good” employment options for women like nursing and teaching nonetheless saw wages stagnate. Brown writes about her excitement at discovering teachers as a “whole new group of prospects” because of how unhappy they were. A Tupperware executive said explicitly in 1980 that the company had benefited from people coming out of the “underpaid, underappreciated professions” that were dominated by women: “nurses, dental technicians, schoolteachers.” These recruits were “looking for a new place to land.”
Multilevel marketing would be that place. It was work—or looked like work—that allowed women to do double duty, to “have it all.” Women, too, could be conscripted into the wealth crusade. The Mary Kay hamster wheel would become an incredibly useful political tool with which to sublimate women’s ambitions, fears, and frustrations, allowing them a measure of empowerment while forestalling real social change.
For the growing MLM industry, Mary Kay couldn’t have started her company at a more crucial time. By 1977, when a reckless, flamboyant set of companies would threaten to finally bring the law down on MLM, 80 percent of people in “direct selling” were women, according to a DSA survey. The organization placed op-eds across the country proclaiming that the Yankee peddler had been “updated” for the modern age: “ ‘he’ is likely to be a ‘she.’ ” The story would go that MLM helped women become empowered, which is still how MLM explains itself to America. But really it was the other way around. After the profits pyramid was invented by men, women were the ones to help it grow to its full—and deleterious—potential.
Mary Kay has its own museum and tribute to its founder, Ash, at company headquarters in Addison, Texas, just like Amway has its corporate shrine to Carl Rehnborg in Buena Park, California. Directly off the highway, twenty minutes or so from Dallas, the large red-brown concrete and glass midcentury office building rises up in thirteen floors that narrow at the top, like a layer cake, or a pyramid. I visited on a blistering hot weekend in July 2023.
The Lyft driver who drove me up to the museum from my hotel was a seventy-year-old Black woman named Gladys, a lifelong Dallas resident. When she saw where I was heading in the Lyft app, she asked if “you all” were having Seminar, referring to the annual Mary Kay convention. I told her Seminar was taking place, but I wasn’t in Mary Kay. “I tried Mary Kay a few times,” Gladys told me, tentatively, “but I was missing something. I just couldn’t get it to work.” Gradually she revealed a little more: She had tried to build a business twice in Mary Kay in the 1990s, to supplement her income from her job at Eastman Kodak after the company had shut down much of its manufacturing operations in Dallas.
She had tried at first selling the products but soon realized she was making very little money. Uplines pressured her to recruit; when she brought one woman, her best customer, to an Opportunity Meeting, the woman stopped speaking to her. Gladys kept trying for almost four years, dedicating the spare bedroom in her house to her Mary Kay inventory. “I thought to myself, they seem to be giving you all the tools that you need to be successful, you know?” After thirty years, she told me, she still had makeup left. “Especially lipsticks.” It was obvious to both of us why Gladys would have been taken in by the idea that she could make a little extra money. She was still trying to make a little extra money now, after working in corporate America for nearly fifty years, unable to retire.
Ash’s pale pink offices on the thirteenth floor of the building have been preserved just as they were before she died in 2001. Beauty consultants can take a tour and sit behind her old desk, posing for photos with her feather pen. But I was limited to the marble-floored, eerily quiet museum tucked into one side of the lobby’s large atrium. The corporate office was a ghost town, since most of the employees were at the convention center for Seminar. “Who are you?” a woman with an ID badge asked when I approached the security guard asking about the museum. They don’t get many outside visitors. I told her I was a “Mary Kay fan.”
The museum chronicles Ash’s rise from Stanley Home seller to billionaire entrepreneur, with glass cases showing her Seminar gowns and various designs of Mary Kay palettes and compacts. On display are her notebooks, opened to pages with advice like “set goals for your unit!” and “Give praise!” There are giant portraits of her and her son Richard, and her grandson, Ryan Rogers, the current Mary Kay CEO, and pictures from the very first Seminar with her homemade chicken salad. At one end of the museum is a hall featuring headshots of all the National Sales Directors, from the dozens of countries where Mary Kay now operates.
I was at the museum looking for clues. One mystery of Mary Kay’s origin story had continued to bother me since I started my research into multilevel marketing: Where did Ash learn about the Plan?
As one of the earliest MLM companies, Mary Kay is second only to Amway in historic impact. In terms of cultural influence, it is arguably more important. Even Americans who don’t know what MLM is have heard of Mary Kay, have heard of the pink Cadillac. I knew how Amway and others had sprung from Nutrilite, but Mary Kay’s dot on the timeline irked me. If Ash had really come up with her version of the business model herself, organically, maybe M&C’s Plan wasn’t so distinct from door-to-door selling as I thought. Maybe MLM had been the next natural iteration of the Yankee peddler, just like the DSA purported it to be. Or maybe Mary Kay was doing something else. I asked Robert FitzPatrick and other experts these questions about where Mary Kay fit into the early history of the pyramid plan and they told me they didn’t know where it came from, either. “Where else would it come from?” FitzPatrick asked me in response, not as concerned as I was. “Fraud is a criminal enterprise. Criminals create cabals.”
A few weeks after I got back from Dallas, I was finally able to answer the question. Ash had retold the story over and over again about how she had been planning her new business with her husband George Hallenbeck before he died at the breakfast table—but she had never said what kind of salesman he was.
I was looking at Hallenbeck’s death certificate when I saw it: His occupation at the time of death was listed as “food products co.” The phrase is totally unremarkable unless you know what you’re looking at. It didn’t take long for me to find a short newspaper clipping from January 1963 that confirmed the name of that food products company: Six months before he died, Hallenbeck was a national field director for a company called Nutri-Bio.
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AN ORGANIZATION OF ATTRACTIVE WOMEN

On a moonless night in October 1970, twenty-odd men stood in a semicircle in a conference room at Rickey’s Hyatt House motel in Palo Alto, California. They had been punched, kicked, screamed at, insulted, and sleep deprived, they would later say. Some of them had been shut in a coffin, others had been strung up on a crucifix, or locked in a cage. They had written out “shit lists” of every bad thing they had ever done. Tired, hungry, and bleeding, after an instructor with a whip barked the order, they dropped to floor to do military-style push-ups, then scrambled up to recite Rudyard Kipling’s poem “If.” It was all part of the program, a four-day retreat for which they had each paid $1,000. It was ostensibly going to make them better men, but more specifically it was going to make them better at their jobs.
They were, in theory at least, cosmetics salesmen.
Seven years earlier, in 1964, a brawny six-foot-two thirty-three-year-old named William Penn Patrick happened to stumble upon a garage full of skincare products while walking down the street one day in San Raphael, across the Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco. They were the remains of a defunct business called Zolene, and Patrick, struck by sudden inspiration, bought the lot. His company Holiday Magic was born.
Or that was the story he told. In reality, Patrick had learned the Plan as a Nutri-Bio distributor and had anticipated, as Mary Kay Ash and her husband had, that cosmetics was the next fruitful territory for multilevel marketing. Not only was the FDA less interested in makeup than vitamins, women were the new prime targets of the positive-thinking pitch. Patrick wanted all types: “Would you like to fill your private sugar bowl bank faster?” ads asked. “LADIES! Demonstrate cosmetics for Holiday Magic complete line of natural and organic cosmetics. Interesting & rewarding work with earnings from $100 to $600 per month part time.” He went after college students on summer break and young wives looking to buy a house. He called his demonstrators Holiday Girls.
The cheerful army of Holiday Girls were like younger, hipper versions of Avon ladies. They wore smart blue jackets with matching blue pillbox hats. The “organic” cosmetics had delicious names: fruit tang skin toner, strawberry frappe cleanser. Holiday Girls went door-to-door and used the party plan—but Patrick also allowed Holiday Magic to be sold in health food stores, beauty salons, and wig shops.
Patrick wasn’t Mary Kay, however, and Holiday Girls were the bottom of the business. They were not allowed to recruit other people or earn money from recruiting. That privilege was reserved for the “Organizers,” who were primarily men. One 1964 ad called for “unusual men with leadership ability who can accept $15,000 a year as a reality.” A recruiting manual recommended teasing a prospect: “Of course you’re not going to trot down the street with that Holiday Girl kit in your hand. Don’t you really think that you ought to be an Organizer so you can sponsor other businessmen like yourself into the program right away?”
Organizers were at the lowest rung of the Holiday Magic compensation plan, which essentially copied Nutri-Bio, including the “buy-in” strategy that allowed participants to pay in bulk for their ranks. For an “investment” of $2,500 an Organizer could move up to become a “Master.” A Master could pay $5,000 to become a General. Ads were open about the fact that Generals did not sell products. They recruited at over-the-top, high-pressure, carefully orchestrated events called “Opportunity Meetings.” Holiday Magic stipulated Organizers were to have a framed portrait of William Penn Patrick on one side of the stage, and that they should use fluorescent green chalk. The events were the only place anyone recruiting was allowed to talk about the details of the Holiday Magic business model. To get prospects to come to the meetings, they were to entice them only by touting the opportunity to get rich. They were to omit the word cosmetics from their business cards entirely.
Holiday Magic was just another version of the Plan. Like Nutri-Bio, it was heavily influenced by Napoleon Hill, who presented Patrick with an award for “outstanding individual and business accomplishment” in 1967. Turner required Generals to pay for mandatory training sessions infused with positive thinking, called Instruction General School, if they wanted to rank higher. A motivation coach who was in Holiday Magic recalls on his website that he took the $250 course six times. “The school was almost 6 days long and in that entire time I got a total of 18 hours of sleep,” he writes. “The only thing we studied was the book Think and Grow Rich.”
The Holiday Magic plan had one real innovation, however, in the form of a new “replacement” requirement: A Master becoming a General had to find at least one new Master to replace him if he wanted to progress up the ladder. As Holiday Magic put it in its own marketing materials, this incentive was why the company grew so rapidly. Each time a rising General replaced himself, the new Master had to buy another $5,000 worth of Holiday Magic cosmetics, for around $2,500.
The replacement concept would come to be called “duplication,” now a hallmark of MLM training. (Search for duplication and MLM online and you can watch any number of training videos on YouTube or TikTok.) Duplication turned up the recruiting engine to a new speed, as Masters rushed to find other participants to buy in, then trained them to do the same and find others to recruit—then that Master would do the same thing. The idealized version of the company was an infinite factory of human copies, Masters finding Masters finding Masters, with thousands of Holiday Girls at the bottom, buying and buying and buying. “If you are this man and can supervise an organization of attractive women, call me,” one ad in the paper read.
Holiday Magic grew quickly, and Patrick decided to put his fortune to work for the people. In 1966, he announced a run for governor of California, as a “David fighting the political Goliaths of both parties.” Patrick, with his good looks and slight southern accent, was like press catnip on the campaign trail; he was unpredictable and cursed prolifically. That his ideological pitch was somewhat contradictory and ill-defined didn’t matter as much as how impassioned he was when delivering it. He fashioned himself as a “progressive” Republican, yet he targeted other Republicans for being too liberal and kowtowing to the current Democratic governor Pat Brown’s agenda. “Man Who Doesn’t Trust Politicians Seeks GOP Nomination as Governor,” the Los Angeles
Times wrote. Patrick used the story of his impoverished childhood as the son of farmers in North Carolina to extol the power of free enterprise. (His father came out a week later to say this version was “completely false.”)
Nutrilite had been all-American: the distributors were friends, lodge members, PTA presidents, churchgoers. Holiday Magic was not so Leave It to Beaver. The company, like Patrick, was reactionary. Opportunity Meetings weren’t quiet appeals between couples in a living room; they were political rallies. They burned with paranoia about encroaching liberalism and progressivism, as well as the ever-present threat of socialism. Patrick promised as governor he would set up a loan for small businessmen, “many of whom feel with justification,” he said, “that our society is not making the best use of their talents.” It was an unsubtle dog whistle to aggrieved white men—though he also touted his outreach to “Negro leaders” in California. (“Believe me they are not looking for charity,” he told a local paper.) Holiday Magic ran an identical set of ads in white women’s magazines like Harper’s Bazaar and Black women’s magazines like Ebony depicting a group of smiling Holiday Girls. The only difference was the color of their skin.
Patrick reserved his most caustic remarks for the clear front-runner in the gubernatorial race, Ronald Reagan. The former actor and General Electric spokesman, though once a registered Democrat and union president, was running as a conservative, fiercely anticommunist and critical of the welfare state. Patrick called Reagan a racist and a fake, “whose speeches are written for him by the John Birch Society and who can’t get the Republican votes he needs from his narrow-base approach.” Reagan won the nomination, and Patrick received less than 2 percent of the vote.
Losing made Patrick even more of a Republican antagonist. In 1967, he began targeting senators he deemed insufficiently supportive of the war in Vietnam with recall campaigns. He said he wanted to hang Supreme Court Justice Earl Warren, abolish the income tax, and take the United States out of the United Nations. He joined the John Birch Society after excoriating it. Patrick even authored an article in Leonard Read’s Freeman called “Sovereignty,” in which he declared that independent contractors enjoy more fundamentally American freedoms than “the salaried employee.” “We don’t provide you with sick leave or paid vacations,” he wrote. “You do these things for yourselves as you choose.” His national profile grew, and he pontificated in a Newsweek feature from the gaudy Holiday Magic headquarters, which had gold carpeting, a gym, and a sauna. While sitting behind his desk in a huge, domed office, he told a reporter, “This is the free enterprise system personified.”
Holiday Girls were the face of Holiday Magic, but the Organizers and their Opportunity Meetings behind them, the real moneymakers of the operations, attracted the attention of the California Attorney General’s Office. The state filed a suit in September 1967, claiming that the company’s recruitment tactics were misleading. Patrick agreed to pay a $35,000 civil penalty judgment. The Press Democrat, a local paper in Santa Rosa, California, covered the lawsuit, reporting that a distributor had opened his business in the town in July 1966 and was bankrupt by March 1967. Just five years earlier, the same reporter happened to have covered Nutri-Bio’s takeover of Santa Rosa in 1962. But he didn’t know that Patrick and many of the other executives he brought on were all former Nutri-Bio distributors. Most profiles of Patrick, like those that appeared in Newsweek and the Los Angeles Times, failed to mention that he had been in another company with the exact same sales model.
By the end of the 1960s, Holiday Magic was booming. Meanwhile, the rest of the country was in the midst of an identity crisis. The center was not holding, as Joan Didion wrote in “Slouching Toward Bethlehem,” her 1967 Saturday Evening Post article that captures the chaos of the Summer of Love. The stability of the previous decade, of the Eisenhower era, had given way to social, cultural, and political upheaval. John F. Kennedy was elected in 1961, then assassinated in 1963. His successor, Lyndon Johnson, had expanded the government’s social welfare policies, including Medicare, food stamps, and expanded Social Security. But the War on Poverty was not being won, and inequality was the subject of massive unrest. Civil rights activists, feminists, pacifists, and student demonstrators took to the streets. The body count in Vietnam continued to rise.
Patrick happened to live in the epicenter of America’s counterculture movement: San Francisco. In April 1967, the city was the site of a large-scale antiwar protest dubbed the Spring Mobilization to End the Vietnamese War. In response, he took out a nearly full-page ad in several newspapers declaring it “a disgrace to the United States of America.”
But one of his Holiday Magic distributors saw an opportunity in the flower children sitting on the grass in Golden Gate Park. They were lost and looking for answers. Instead of leaving them to be converted into Marxists, Communists, Weathermen, Students for a Democratic Society, or Black Panthers, they could become salesmen. All it would take was the right product.
Glenn Turner was a former sewing machine salesman from Nashville who joined Holiday Magic in 1966. He was gone in less than a year. One former Holiday Magic executive claimed to have fired Turner for lying, cheating and stealing. Turner soon after set up his own makeup company, Koscot Interplanetary, Inc., short for “Kosmetics Community of Tomorrow,” in Orlando, Florida. (He wanted to be associated with the Disney World theme park EPCOT, which stood for “Experimental Prototype for the Communities of Tomorrow.” Disney’s legal department asked him to stop.) Koscot was a near copy of Holiday Magic. Opportunity Meetings were called Golden Opportunity Meetings. The distributor materials were so obviously lifted from Holiday Magic that early copies even contained the same typos, according to Rudy Maxa, a journalist who wrote a book on Turner in 1977. Instructors taught the same high-pressure tactics, some with the same nicknames. One Koscot executive advised physical intimidation like “grabbing people’s lapels, pulling their ties off, hitting them on the back, yelling in their ear,” an FTC witness later described.
Koscot was just like its predecessors, the next figure in the Russian nesting doll of pyramid companies formed in the image of Mytinger & Casselberry. But in 1969, Turner came up with a revolutionary idea. Cosmetics had been cheaper to make and less subject to regulation than vitamins, but there was a commodity with even higher margins. Turner would use the Plan to sell positive thinking itself—to make self-improvement the product. He called his program Dare to Be Great. The first self-help course consisted of twelve cassette tapes called “Adventure I” and was largely sourced from Think and Grow Rich.
Turner himself was the ultimate sales tool. He was an electric speaker with a persuasive bootstrapping backstory and a true southern drawl, the son of a South Carolina sharecropper, born with a cleft lip. He had never finished high school. Now he was building a castle outside Orlando surrounded by a moat. He was amazing at turning out a crowd; he wore calfskin boots with vibrantly colored yellow and powder blue suits, from his own fashion line called House of Glenn.
Dare to Be Great courses were mandatory for Koscot distributors and cost $1,500, but Turner had a wider audience in the hungry disillusioned masses who were feeling the effects of a creeping economic slump, social unrest, and political chaos. High-level Dare to Be Great distributors conducted Golden Opportunity Tours, or GO Tours, around the country, with as many as six hundred attendees who were bused in from surrounding counties and states and put up in city hotels.
“People are tired a’ hearin’ about Vietnam, they’re tired a hearin’ about high taxes, they’re tired a readin’ about negativism! They want to hear somebody say somethin’ about you can do it in spite of all this junk!” Turner said in 1968. His wealth crusade was less William Penn Patrick, more Huey Long, and his appeal wasn’t just directed to white men, or white couples in the suburbs. Turner’s money-obsessed philosophy had the air of class revolution: He told prospects, wearing his rhinestone American flag pin, about how manipulative traditional banking and finance systems were, and how he wanted to free people from them. He made large public donations to veterans with disabilities and flew bums and hippies on his Learjet to Orlando, where he gave them motivational training.
The Turner phenomenon spread across the United States and beyond. By 1971, he was officially a household name, the subject of many colorful newspaper and magazine stories—and injunctions from disgruntled state authorities. None of them connected him to Holiday Magic. Many of them repeated Turner’s claim that he started the business with a $5,000 loan and a dream. A positive Life magazine profile so enraged the deputy attorney general from Pennsylvania that he wrote to the editors, demanding they publish the names of all the investors who were claiming Turner had defrauded them. “Every time I was tempted to yell ‘flim flam man’ and zip up my wallet pocket, I would discover something disarming, like the fact that Turner is one of the largest employers of handicapped and mentally retarded people in the state of Florida,” the journalist had written.
Back in California, perhaps seeing the success of his former distributor, William Penn Patrick decided he, too, would get into the personal development business—with much darker results.
In 1969, Patrick had invested in a program called Mind Dynamics after becoming enamored with its founder, Alexander Everett, an English spiritualist influenced by the New Thought movement and primarily interested in telepathy. In Mind Dynamics classes, students claimed they could use their minds to accomplish anything from moving traffic to talking to a German shepherd to meeting Jesus Christ. Everett had adherents repeat a version of the same Emil Coué mantra Napoleon Hill loved: “I am every day becoming better and better.”
The following year, Patrick launched his own personal development company called Leadership Dynamics Institute, or LDI, advertised as a weekend to change your life. In the LDI course, groups of men and women were locked in a hotel or motel room for a few days with instructors, who often happened to be high-level Holiday Magic executives, to “fix” whatever was wrong in their personal life or business. If they were Holiday Magic distributors, they were often promised rank advancement or promotion if they took the course. To design LDI, Patrick hired Ben Gay III, a young Holiday Magic VP who had joined in 1965 and headed up the company’s audio training program, producing records with motivational material to be sold to distributors.
LDI sessions came to define a kind of collective self-help practice psychologists now call large-group awareness training (LGAT), or encounter groups, which were in vogue at the time, especially in California. The Esalen Institute was just south of Patrick in Monterey. LDI instructors used harsh tactics to encourage what they deemed radical self-awareness or truth-telling; only by stripping participants to their most raw, basest selves could they be built back up anew. In LDI, however, participants were also allegedly literally stripping down naked—to be beaten and sexually humiliated. They were tied up to a cross to simulate crucifixion, entrapped in coffins to simulate death, and locked in a cage to simulate slavery. They were screamed at, insulted, deprived of food and sleep. One participant named Gene Church, a former Holiday Magic distributor and Mind Dynamics trainer who took the LDI class at a Palo Alto Hyatt in 1970, released a book about his experience in 1973 called The Pit. At one point, Church claimed, William Penn Patrick himself entered to repeatedly kick an attendee in the ribs. Multiple former students sued Patrick and the company.
“It was symbolism,” Ben Gay told me when I spoke to him in 2023. He has fond memories of his time in Holiday Magic and LDI. “Nobody was forced into it with a knife and nobody was hurt.” As for the Holiday Magic business model, he said that anybody who wanted to succeed had the opportunity. “If failing in business is a real problem, we ought to sue everybody who’s ever sold a restaurant or restaurant space or restaurant equipment. Ninety-five percent fail within five years.” In 1990, Gay was sentenced to fifteen years in prison after being convicted in federal court of mail fraud and tax evasion while running a $7 million pyramid scheme called National Toll Free Marketing.
Though LDI and Mind Dynamics only lasted a few years, they helped launch many other branches of the so-called human potential movement, which only grew in the wake of Patrick and Turner. In 1973, a former Holiday Magic salesman and LDI trainer named John Hanley, Jr., launched Lifespring, a controversial LGAT group that in the 1980s counted Ginni Thomas, wife of Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas, as a member. Another one of the movement’s most well-known fixtures was a Mind Dynamics trainer: Werner Erhard, the founder of the self-development program est. Born Jack Rosenberg in Philadelphia, Erhard was a salesman (cars, encyclopedias) who abandoned his family and moved to California. After becoming successful in Mind Dynamics, Erhard broke off in 1971 to form est, Erhard Training Seminars, which became so popular with celebrities like Diana Ross and John Denver it was nicknamed Werner Brothers. Eventually, Erhard moved away from the business and left the country after being charged with tax evasion (he later sued the IRS and won). It was renamed Landmark Forum, which still recruits people to attend their classes all around the world. The company surpassed $100 million in revenue in 2018.
As the 1970s set in, anxious Americans became ever more vulnerable to a pitch that promised them a better future. They wanted to hear good news instead of bad news. Bob Ihrig and his wife, Susan, were twenty-one-year-old musicians from McCook, Nebraska, when they heard about the opportunity to join Dare to Be Great in 1973. In their small town in the southwestern part of the state, there were no jobs. Even Susan, who had been high school valedictorian, could only find work at the Red Horse Motel.
One night in 1973, Bob’s sister invited them to the GO Tour in Omaha. Her husband was an art teacher at the local junior college who himself had been invited by a couple of girls driving by in a Cadillac one day. They were both enrolled in Dare to Be Great and claimed to be making a lot of money (they weren’t). Bob and Susan got dressed up and headed to a ballroom at the Hilton Hotel to see Turner speak. They had never seen so much steak and shrimp in their lives, piled high on the dining tables.
“It was just such a high,” Bob told me nearly fifty years later, of the mood in the ballroom. The Ihrigs scraped together $2,000 from Susan’s father, a corn farmer, to join Dare to Be Great. That got them a stack of cassettes, copies of How to Win Friends and Influence People and Think and Grow Rich, and the right to invite other people to join, off whom they would earn a commission. The plan soon proved to be more complicated in reality. The Ihrigs had to pay for their prospects to get on the bus to Omaha, for their tickets to the GO Tour stop, and for their hotel rooms at the Hilton, even if they didn’t sign up. And Bob was encouraged to spend his savings on a used 1967 Cadillac Fleetwood Brougham. Any money they got from their handful of recruits went right back into finding more.
The Ihrigs never made any money, and they lost what they put in. They never even got their last few commission checks from Dare to Be Great. Turner’s company sent them sewing machines in lieu of payment. “They weren’t any good and we couldn’t sell them,” Bob said. They lost their house and had to declare personal bankruptcy. It took them twenty years to pay Susan’s father back.
Still, Bob said he isn’t bitter. The Ihrigs wrote about their experience forty-five years later in a book called Million Dollar Party. Dare to Be Great “changed my life forever,” Bob declared. The confidence he had gained never left him. “If you have hardly anything—it’s the first time I had someone tell me that I could be anything I wanted to be.”
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FROGS IN A BARREL

Puerto On a summer weekend in 1971, attorneys general from forty-four states, Rico, and the Virgin Islands gathered for their annual meeting in a Sheraton Hotel ballroom in San Juan. In addition to enjoying the surf and sand, their agenda included addressing a nationwide emergency, what had become known as the pyramid problem. It had officially gotten out of hand. During a morning session, the AGs swapped stories about the proliferation of companies using a similar pyramid-selling-type model, which was wreaking havoc in their counties faster than lawmen could keep up with them, just like the cemetery plot sellers who overran Maine in the 1920s. They were offering “distributorships” and roping in thousands of participants, most of whom were unable to recruit enough people to make back their money. Those people were calling their local police stations, crime hotlines, and politicians looking for justice.
Handling it on a state-by-state basis was “almost impossible,” the AG from Iowa complained. After a state issued a consent order or injunction, a company would violate it and be held in contempt, or just go elsewhere, he lamented. The others concurred. “We feel pretty helpless,” the AG from Florida said. Another later described attempts to rein in pyramiders as “putting frogs in a barrel”: You put one in, and three jump out.
Twenty-five years after they started their company, Mytinger & Casselberry’s dream had come to pass: Everyone in America—or at least it felt like everyone—had been recruited into the Plan. Except it wasn’t just their plan now. At least two hundred firms were operating in the United States using a pyramid model, according to regulators’ estimates. Ben Gay told me there were a staggering fifteen hundred. And they were uncontrollable. As soon as a company exploded with popularity, one of its high rollers would defect to start their own firm.
Part of the problem for the authorities was one of vocabulary. Regulators struggled to productively discuss the Plan because there was still no consensus on what exactly was illegal about it, or what should be. Though it was becoming associated with the word scheme, the phrase pyramid scheme wasn’t yet a slur—in 1971, many MLM companies still openly described their own compensation structures with terms like “pyramid selling” or “pyramid profits,” as M&C had. Adding to the confusion, there was a veritable buffet of closely related, somewhat overlapping sales fraud schemes that the Plan resembled: Many regulators and politicians compared multilevel companies like Holiday Magic to the chain letter, for example, calling their operation “chain selling.” They were sometimes called “pyramid clubs.” There was also the “chain referral” scheme, which involved door-to-door solicitations for prospects to join a program in which they could “earn” a fancy new product like a color television if they referred friends into the scheme. (In reality they would sign a contract putting them on the hook for thousands of dollars.)
Some regulators were using the term “franchise scheme” to describe the Plan, as multilevel operators had successfully smuggled themselves inside the expansion of a new business model called the “franchise,” which had dotted the country with chain restaurants and auto dealerships during the 1950s and 1960s. Were MLMs a franchise operation, licensing their materials and name like McDonald’s? Or were they selling something else—a security, even, or a lottery ticket?
Around 1967, a new term began appearing in the public record: “multilevel marketing.” Local Better Business Bureau representatives began publishing notices regarding this distinct kind of business, which purportedly involved selling products and recruiting other salesmen. “They all have one thing in common,” one bureau manager wrote in The
Wichita Eagle. “Distributor expectations of income depend to some extent upon recruiting others into the program.” Thus the programs have a “pyramiding effect,” he concluded. “If you are approached for a distributorship in a multilevel marketing program, we suggest caution.”
In the late 1960s, responding in large part to the rise of the empires of Glenn Turner and William Penn Patrick, several states had adopted their own legislation to try and combat the pyramid problem. Many of these laws were devised as “consumer protection” statutes, a growing area of public concern, which banned companies or individuals from making false or misleading claims when pitching a business and could be applied widely to different types of fraud. But others specifically prohibited companies from operating as illegal lotteries, Ponzis, chain letters, or chain referrals, under the umbrella of “endless chain” statutes. One of the first was California, which, in direct response to Holiday Magic, passed a law in 1968 banning endless chains (signed by Ronald Reagan, Patrick’s former opponent).
Even though the attorney generals gathering in San Juan in 1971 were ringing the alarm, it wasn’t enough. They didn’t have the manpower, or the funding, to keep up with the frogs in a barrel. After California passed its law, for example, Koscot continued operating for years, all while the company was actively negotiating with the state authorities in “good faith” over changes to its marketing plan. (“They’re playing games with me,” one assistant AG furiously said in 1971.) Turner was the subject of some kind of law enforcement action in dozens of states and yet Koscot distributors were still recruiting. The authorities needed a national approach to the chaos.
In September 1972, Walter Mondale, a Democratic senator from Minnesota, introduced the Pyramid Sales Act, the most comprehensive legislation to date addressing pyramid companies. Mondale, a rising star in the party, had made a reputation for himself as consumer advocate. Senator Mondale called pyramid schemes the number one consumer fraud issue in the country, costing Americans an estimated $300 million in investment money a year. His bill would have criminalized running a pyramid operation by a fine of $10,000 and/or imprisonment of up to five years. Crucially, it would have defined pyramid schemes and made them illegal per se. That would mean the authorities wouldn’t have to bring related charges like mail fraud or deceptive practices and could instead go after pyramid companies for what they were.
Meanwhile, the heads of the biggest pyramid enterprises knew a storm was brewing. A year before Mondale introduced his bill, William Penn Patrick, as the elder statesman of the pyramiders, formed a trade group of companies called the International Association of Multi-level Distributors. Almost all of them had spawned from Holiday Magic or Nutri-Bio. The group was intended to put a professionalized face on the industry, to combat the reputation of pyramid guys as alligator-shoe-wearing, Cadillac-driving smooth talkers—mobsters. In November 1971, the group mobilized, taking out full-page ads in several of the state’s newspapers to defend their business model. Now they seemed to favor certain terminology: The ad was headlined “Why multilevel marketing should not be stamped out.” It thoughtfully explained that there had been “a lot of discussion lately about multi-level marketing which its detractors call ‘pyramid’—or ‘chain’ selling—as if that were a dirty word. We think it’s about time someone told the other side of the story.” The ad included reasons that the model was beneficial, including “You avoid the computerized society” and “For those disillusioned with the ‘master-servant’ concept of employment, multi-level offers an opportunity to succeed for the first time—within the framework of the free enterprise system.”
Patrick’s campaign did little to prevent the storm. The three federal agencies that were concerned with multilevel marketing—the Federal Trade Commission; the Securities and Exchange Commission; and the Justice Department, which prosecuted mail fraud cases—had zeroed in on the biggest offenders, which authorities had nicknamed the “Big Three.” They were Holiday Magic, Koscot, and Dare to Be Great.
By the time Patrick ran his ads in defense of MLM, the FTC had already filed complaints against Holiday Magic and Koscot, in January and May of 1971, respectively. Both companies scrambled to claim they were implementing changes to the business model. Turner hired high-profile defense attorney F. Lee Bailey, who had just successfully defended Ernest Medina, the army captain accused of ordering the 1968 My Lai Massacre in Vietnam. Turner had financed Medina’s defense. (Bailey would go on to argue on behalf of Patty Hearst and O. J. Simpson.) Bailey counseled distributors to pull back on their earnings claims and to comply with state quotas on distributorships that had been added to try and appease various attorneys general. In an effort to win hearts and minds, Turner was handing out $100 bills to the contestants at the Miss Orlando beauty pageant in the pages of Life.
In May 1972, the SEC took its turn and sued Dare to Be Great in a federal district court in Oregon for operating as a security. Securities laws were devised to protect investors from specific financial instruments, ones that involve money up front and substantial risk. These instruments—stocks, mutual funds, bonds—typically involved a pitchman soliciting investment funds from a party that was not going to be closely involved in building whatever business was supposed to generate their returns. If a man was offering equity in a new citrus grove or real estate development, the investors were forced to rely on the industriousness and honesty of the salesman, so securities were subject to disclosures on risk and transparency on the true likelihood a profit would be made. These were disclosures that pyramid sellers were very obviously not making—even though, the SEC argued, they were offering prospects returns on investment for a similar type of arrangement. The pyramid companies were no different from Ponzis. The thousands of prospects conscripted into Dare to Be Great were “paying for something more than the materials. That something was the promise and expectation of a return on their investment.”
The counterargument from Turner and others was that distributors were in control over their own businesses. The company wasn’t soliciting investments and promising their prospects that the company would make them money. Their profits were solely based on their efforts and the efforts of the sales organization they were responsible for building below them. But authorities had an answer for that: Once new distributors brought in prospects to Opportunity Meetings, they were dependent on the corporate company to close them—and keep them—which made all distributors dependent on the business model being sound. Which it wasn’t. The judge presiding over the SEC’s case agreed and granted the commission’s injunction to prevent Turner from selling his “Adventure” series. Dare to Be Great was effectively shut down.
In the background, hearings continued in the FTC’s case against Holiday Magic. The agency’s prosecutors presented thousands of pages of evidence, much of which were focused on how ruthlessly Holiday Magic distributors conducted Opportunity Meetings. Witness testimony was damning. William Penn Patrick’s former executive secretary relayed a story of how she pleaded with her boss to refund a young man who had borrowed the $2,500 to become a Master, only to be drafted to serve in Vietnam before the inventory was shipped. “Patrick asked if product was sent, Mrs. Alexander said ‘no’ and Patrick replied ‘Make sure it gets out of warehouse tonight,’ ” prosecutors relayed.
Holiday Magic training materials collected by investigators advised on manipulative closing tactics including intimidation, harassment, and hypnosis. Types of strategies had nicknames like “Final Objection Enrollment” (“Make guest explain his objection until he feels stupid”), and the “Make Them Cry Enrollment.” A whole section of the training materials was devoted to teaching how to use physical cues while holding a pen to push someone toward signing. (“Pick up second pen and quickly point to the place you want him to sign Just like a small bird sitting on your prospect’s shoulder and softly whispering into his ear ‘You forgot to sign your name.’ ”)
Most of all, the FTC investigation revealed how little cosmetics mattered in selling Holiday Magic. “Because of the marketing plan, Holiday Magic could have experienced the same rapid growth and success with a mediocre product,” a copy of the Holiday Magic company newsletter Wand read.
The final decision in the FTC’s case was issued in October 1974, with the commission finding that Holiday Magic had indeed violated trade regulations by deceiving and misleading its recruits. But the FTC did not define Holiday Magic as a specific type of fraud beyond an “endless chain” system. This meant that the Plan—pyramid selling, multilevel marketing, whatever one wanted to call it—was not itself deemed illegal. Holiday Magic’s plan merely involved practices that were deemed illegal—so the business model remained battered but not banned.
William Penn Patrick did not live to see the final demise of his company. On the morning of June 9, 1973, he was flying one of his vintage planes, a P-51 Mustang fighter jet, when he crashed into a ridge near his estate, High Valley Ranch, about eighty miles north of San Francisco. All that was left at the crash site were fragments of bones and teeth. Obituaries repeated his false origin story as a farm boy who stumbled into his fortune. Patrick’s death did not halt any of the ongoing legal proceedings against his various companies and his estate. The SEC went ahead and sued Holiday Magic and several other associated companies just a few weeks after Patrick died. Among the entities shut down was a pyramid scheme posing as a health food and vitamin company on whose board Patrick sat. It was founded by Hollywood actor Bob Cummings, Nutri-Bio’s celebrity spokesman.
It was the FTC’s final decision in the case against Koscot that would set the first legal standard for identifying a pyramid scheme.
After Dare to Be Great was shut down by the SEC, Glenn Turner was forced to declare bankruptcy. The number of lawsuits, injunctions, and state and federal actions against him and his kaleidoscope of bizarre companies were too many to enumerate. Investors who lost money in Koscot and a dozen other Turner companies filed a nationwide class action in 1972. In May 1973, Turner and his lawyer Bailey, along with eight other Koscot executives, were indicted by a grand jury on charges of mail fraud and conspiracy. Even though the case was declared a mistrial in 1974, with a deadlocked jury, the legal fees imploded Turner’s golden world. He retreated to his still-under-construction Orlando castle, living in the boathouse, his assets frozen by the IRS, proclaiming that “Ten years from now I’ll be the hero of free enterprise.” He was hard at work on his next project: a chain of one thousand “mind spas” called “Welcome to Our World,” where you could “get your attitude pumped up.”
Finally, in 1975, the FTC issued its order on Koscot. As in the Holiday Magic case, the commission upheld the decision that Koscot was operating an illegal lottery and an endless chain. In Koscot, the commission agreed, the actual cosmetics seemed to be even less of a concern than in Holiday Magic. Investigators found that the company had almost no inventory throughout its first whole year in business. After that, its revenue overwhelmingly stemmed from selling distributorships rather than retailing, per the company’s own data.
This time, however, the FTC went further. It defined the particular kind of scheme Koscot operated, setting out parameters that would come to be known as the “Koscot test.” A business was illegal if it had participants pay money up front in return for two things: one, the right to sell a product; and two, the right to recruit others into the program and, for that recruiting, to receive “rewards that are unrelated to the sale of product to ultimate users.” This distinction between the actual selling of a product and selling the right to sell it was new. The FTC had defined the illegal pyramid scheme.
As the first half of the 1970s drew to a close, it would seem like government might be able to breathe a small sigh of relief about the pyramid problem. That was not the case. In a public statement, the FTC lambasted itself, as well as the other agencies that went after Turner, saying it took way too long to stop him and his companies. “The record reveals a staggering human toll—money borrowed, jobs quit, homes mortgaged, and even personal bankruptcy for some who dared to be great.” None of the regulators involved in hearing consumer complaints about pyramid schemes could have kidded themselves that the threat was over. Already Turner and Holiday Magic operatives were fanning out, placing ads for unique opportunities and meeting prospects in motel rooms.
The government was preparing another crackdown. The survival of the industry would depend on another branch of the Plan—another frog in the barrel—that had been building itself with less flash and more political might, in a tiny unincorporated village to the east of Lake Michigan, doing it the American Way.
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MONIQUE
YEAR: 2015
RANK: Red Jacket
TIME IN MARY KAY COSMETICS: 1.5 years
MONEY SPENT: $10,700
Every month at the Pink Cadi Shack in Tallahassee, there would be a party for the consultants who had moved up the ranks in Mary Kay. Once a beauty consultant had three active distributors in her downline, she hit Red Jacket status and was celebrated with a ceremony where she received an official red Mary Kay blazer of her own. Uplines said only the top 6 percent of the company ever got to Red Jacket. Monique would watch Linette and the other directors roll out a red carpet and present the new Red Jackets with a bouquet of red carnations. Then they would dance to the 1987 Natalie Cole song “Pink Cadillac,” an unofficial Mary Kay theme. And they would go around the room and say one reason for being in the Mary Kay business, their “why”: “Family.” “God.” “My children.” At every party Monique thought to herself, I can’t wait to be there. She was craving the recognition, the chance to feel glamorous and special. The directors would administer the Red Jacket oath:
“I pledge
To live true to the Golden Rule philosophy,
To encourage and support my team members with love and respect,
To lead by example, and
To carry on Mary Kay’s mission by extending the go-give spirit to everyone I meet.”
After she signed up her two military friends, Monique had continued to struggle to find recruits. Finally, in the spring of 2015, one of her prospecting trips to Target paid off. She found a woman who had already been a Mary Kay consultant and agreed to join again. Having three recruits meant she finally hit Red Jacket. Monique was elated.
For her ceremony, Monique wore sky-high heels with a dramatic zebra print and red piping, matching her new red blazer. (She had to pay for the cost of the jacket, but got a $50 rebate from Mary Kay.) She wore her curly hair loose around her head, and a black top and a short black skirt that made her legs look a mile long. She clutched her bouquet of red carnations.
The Mary Kay fiscal year ends in June so in the spring a storm of contests, prizes, and incentives would begin. Linette would offer a pizza party or offer to make a pasta dinner at her house for consultants who hit their production targets—who were buying the most Mary Kay products. She would give out little plastic bracelets in an organza bag. The size of the prize didn’t matter; Monique wanted to win. The military had coached her to be competitive. It meant that she was often ordering more and more Mary Kay to hit personal “sales” goals. “I loved being the one doing things and making it happen,” she says. Now, at the Red Jacket parties, Monique was one of the leaders in the room, who would be the one to say her “why.” She perfected her story: that she was out of the military and she didn’t want to do what others told her anymore. Mary Kay was affording her not just a chance to pay her bills, but to have a nice lifestyle and sense of confidence.
Behind the scenes, Mary Kay boxes piled up in Monique’s apartment. She continued to dip into her $20,000 in savings to place her star consultant orders. Her benefits from the government had gone up by a few thousand dollars, but nearly everything was going back out to Mary Kay. She sold a handful of beauty products every so often, but her earnings never caught up with what she was spending. Her Mary Kay commission checks on her downline’s “production” were barely making a dent. But Linette kept encouraging her that she would make it all back if she kept moving up.
One particularly humiliating day, Monique was out in her Red Jacket, needing to cash one of those checks—$20, her 4 percent commission on her team placing $500 worth of orders. She was low on gas and ran completely out just as she was about to pull into a gas station in her run-down Chevy Tahoe. A group of guys hanging out in front helped to push her vehicle all the way to the pump. Monique says she will never forget what one of them said to her, laughing when he saw her all dolled up and in her Red Jacket, with her Mary Kay pin and bumper sticker: “You better get that Pink Cadillac soon, huh?”
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AMERICAN WAY

On a September afternoon in 2018, then–Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos stood behind a podium onstage at the National Constitution Center in Philadelphia. She was there to celebrate Constitution Day, a holiday in honor of what she called “history’s greatest political document.” Before she began her speech, she felt compelled to mention someone “near and dear” to her: “My father-in-law, Rich DeVos,” she said in a strong Michigan accent, bowing her wispy blond bob, “would have liked to be here, too. He loved this Center.” Richard DeVos, who had died eleven days earlier, had given $10 million to help build the museum and had been present for its opening in 2003, a star-studded event marred only slightly when a 650-pound metal and wood frame nearly crushed Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor. DeVos’s name and his wife Helen’s adorned the center’s exhibit hall.
Because of Amway, which made him a net worth of approximately $5.5 billion at the time of his death, Richard DeVos’s name is plastered all over the world, most often alongside the name of his business partner, Jay Van Andel. (Van Andel died in 2004, with a net worth of $2.3 billion.) In the city of Grand Rapids, Michigan, and Ada, a little suburb to the north where the Amway headquarters are located, they are as ubiquitous as Walt Disney is in Disneyland. The lobby of Amway’s main building features large portraits of the two founders. Elsewhere, under glass cases, are the products that power the sprawling headquarters, the thousands of corporate employees, and the wealth of the Van Andel and DeVos dynasties that built all the buildings bearing their names: Nutrilite vitamins, a toothpaste called Glister, an energy drink called XS, Artistry makeup, a water purifier called eSpring. They look perfectly normal until you realize that you have never heard of a single one.
When they founded Amway in 1959, Van Andel and DeVos had been friends for almost twenty years. They met as high school classmates in Grand Rapids around 1940. Van Andel had a car, and one winter day, DeVos asked him for a ride to try and get out of the long, cold city bus commute. Instead of saying yes, Van Andel set a price: 25 cents a week, ostensibly to help pay for gas. (Later, DeVos learned Van Andel was charging more than one kid this fee.) The founders have told this anecdote over and over, not as a parable about adolescent greed or lack of charity, but rather as a kind of capitalist meet-cute. It is the perfect origin story for Amway, a company that would turn personal relationships into financial transactions, every human connection a possible source of profit.
Amway’s variant of multilevel marketing has a very particular branch of American religious conservatism at its roots. The DeVos and Van Andel families were part of a sect within a sect of Protestants called Calvinists, or Reformed Christians. Known for their thrift and piety, Calvinists inspired nineteenth-century sociologist Max Weber’s concept of the “Protestant work ethic”: Weber observed that Calvinists, in part because of their belief in predestination, were fanatic about professional success. Working hard and accumulating wealth was a way to prove that they were among those chosen by God to be saved rather than damned. Though Calvinists make up a small fraction of Christians in America today, the Calvinist tradition is part of the country’s foundations. The Puritans who settled in the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1641 were Calvinists, as were Founding Fathers like Benjamin Franklin.
The DeVos and Van Andel families were members of a particularly devout group of Dutch Calvinists called the Seceders, who left the Netherlands in the mid-1800s, settled in a remote, flat, snowy part of western Michigan, and named their town Holland. Some of those Seceders seceded again a few years later to form the even stricter Christian Reformed Church, which came to dominate in Grand Rapids, where both Van Andel and DeVos were raised. The split was largely over public education, which the Christian Reformed members did not support. They favored religious schooling. By the time DeVos and Van Andel were born, in 1926 and 1924 respectively, industrious Grand Rapids had become “Furniture City.” But it was a strict town: no alcohol, nothing open on Saturdays.
The Depression hit Grand Rapids hard. DeVos’s father lost his job as an electrician, and Van Andel’s father, who owned an auto dealership, fared only slightly better. Their faith had its own kind of positive thinking philosophy that meant that hardship was God’s will; it would be endured through more hard work, more scripture, more faith. (DeVos’s father, at least, also read Norman Vincent Peale and Dale Carnegie, in addition to the Bible.)
After high school, both men attended Calvin College, a private Christian Reform Church–run school, but left to join the army air corps. They returned home after World War Two knowing they wanted to be businessmen—they just didn’t know what business. With GI bill funding, they tried a flight school and a burger restaurant, both of which were modestly successful. But they had a shared adventurous streak, and in January 1949, they left Grand Rapids, bought a boat, and sailed to Cuba. The trip was cut short when the shoddy vessel sank. Back in Grand Rapids, they registered another company, a portmanteau of their first names, called “Ja-Ri Corp.” Again, they didn’t know exactly what kind of business it would be, but at least they had a name.
Around that time, Van Andel’s second cousin in Chicago joined a company called Mytinger & Casselberry, selling a food supplement called Nutrilite. Van Andel and DeVos signed up as distributors but didn’t see much success, until attending a Nutrilite convention in Chicago convinced them to throw themselves full time into their new venture. DeVos and Van Andel, not unlike M&C, complemented each other: DeVos, a short, trim brunette who’d been a cheerleader in high school, was a natural public speaker. He was good at advertising the Nutrilite business opportunity. Van Andel, tall, skinny, and fair, was quieter and more cerebral. When he explained the benefits of nutrition, it was hard not to believe him. They eventually built up an organization of thousands in the Midwest.
In his memoir Simply Rich, Richard DeVos blames the 1951 consent decree between M&C and the FDA as the primary reason he and Van Andel struck out on their own. “A key to our success had been the use of a brochure written by Casselberry titled How to Get Well and Stay Well,” DeVos writes of the banned booklet containing claims that Nutrilite could cure cancer and depression. Neither he nor Van Andel wrote about the meeting of Senior Keys and executives at Lake Louise, during which Van Andel was supposedly outraged by plans to decrease cuts for uplines in the Plan. The two ultimately named their new company the American Way Association—it didn’t matter that once again they didn’t have a product to sell or a service to provide. The product was in the name. As DeVos put it, “What could be more American than to be free to own a business within the free enterprise system that had powered America’s economic system from its beginnings?”
The founders realized, like some of the Nutri-Bio alums had, that FDA scrutiny was rapidly making vitamins too difficult to sell with the Plan. So Van Andel and DeVos chose a new item that everyone needed and the government cared very little about: soap. One of their distributors who came over from Nutrilite knew of a Detroit manufacturer that made a household cleaner called Frisk, eventually renamed Liquid Organic Cleaner (L.O.C.), and it seemed as good a product as any to bring people into the Plan, all wrapped up in red, white, and blue. “The American Way,” the first ads for the business opportunity read in October 1959. “A new marketing organization with unlimited earnings and fringe benefits.” Next, they added SA8, a biodegradable laundry soap. By 1975, Amway had 150 household products, and recruits were encouraged to purge their homes of anything that wasn’t Amway.
Like the other Nutrilite spin-offs, Amway had its own version of the Plan, tweaked by the founders. The basics were the same: independent business owners (IBOs), the Amway name for distributors, bought products from their sponsors. How much they and their own downline IBOs bought determined how much money they got back from the company, in the form of a “performance bonus.” The Amway performance bonus was calculated using the estimated retail value of their product purchases (“business volume,” or BV), plus their total “point value,” or PV, numbers each Amway product was assigned in the 1970s to account for inflation.
IBOs with a downline of at least 7,500 points could “Go Direct,” or buy directly from Amway. Then they could travel up the ladder and become Rubies, Emeralds, or Diamonds. DeVos and Van Andel had increased M&C’s bonus percentage from two to three for IBOs at the upper ranks, meaning every Direct Distributor got a 3 percent bonus on the business volume of the Directs under him, no matter how much their downlines grew. The 1 percent difference might not seem like much, but when a downline included thousands, or even tens of thousands of people, that 1 percent could amount to big money. It made the incentive to recruit that much higher.
The euphemism for showing the Amway plan to prospects eventually became “drawing circles”: the IBO would draw the prospect as a circle, the spoke at the center of a wheel of other circles, which represented people they sponsored. “Instead of a pyramid structure, the basic design was more like a flower,” according to Kathryn Jones, author of Amway Forever, a company-sanctioned biography and the sole book-length journalistic work on Amway, written in 2011. However, through the mid-’60s, like other companies operating under the same structure, Amway happily used the term “pyramid” to describe its operation. “Here’s how you pyramid your profits through Amway’s chain sponsorship plan!” a 1964 ad reads. It depicts the figure of a salesman knocking on the door at the top of a small pyramid, with the pyramid growing under him as he sponsors people below until he is kicking back in a rocking chair on top.
The Amway founders made certain clever strategic decisions that were distinct from their West Coast cousins, the other descendants of M&C who were building their pyramid companies—and their profits—more ostentatiously than Amway was. Their marketing plan never offered a large buy-in option like, say, the $2,500 General-level purchase of Nutri-Bio or the $5,000 Master level at Holiday Magic. It helped them stay away from accusations that they were fleecing people for large amounts of money. No one, at least at first, was mortgaging their home to join Amway, as newspapers had reported about Nutri-Bio. In theory, all anyone had to do to get in was purchase the same $11.00 sales kit as everyone else. Amway also never went the route of recruiting via highly publicized, lavish group events in hotel ballrooms, à la Glenn Turner. The company emphasized that signing a new conscript should happen at a couple’s kitchen table or in their living room. These strategic differences enabled Amway to remain under the radar for its first few years. By 1963, they had a nicely sized organization of 30,000 distributors and reported sales of $4 million. By comparison, Nutri-Bio, though less than two years older than Amway, had 75,000 distributors that year. Turner was reporting sales of $100 million in his first three years of running Koscot.
Accordingly, where the pitchmen of Holiday Magic and Koscot had been slickly suited and decked out, Amway’s image was more appropriate for Grand Rapids: conservative, clean-cut, and scrubbed. When they started out, DeVos and Van Andel lived in little houses next to each other in the rural unincorporated town of Ada. The company eventually commissioned ads drawn by Norman Rockwell, depicting couples, the elderly, housewives, and children as the faces of Amway. The heads of the biggest downlines were couples, as they had been in Mytinger & Casselberry, and their offspring empires were run like family dynasties called “lines of sponsorship” (LOS). Whatever LOS an Amway distributor is in remains the proprietary information of the company, which it regards, in its own words, as a “trade secret.”
The most powerful way the Amway founders distinguished themselves was how they made their pyramid-selling operation an explicitly political project. Other figureheads, namely William Penn Patrick, shared some of their views, but politics had been kept largely separate from their businesses. From the very first red-white-and-blue package of Liquid Organic Cleaner, however, Amway was clear that it was selling the idea of the American dream, a message that resonated with the right-most wing of the Republican Party, with which the founders built an early, important alliance.
The movement Leonard Read and others had started in reaction to the Social Security Act and the New Deal had been building since the 1930s, and in 1964, it finally reached national prominence in the form of a renegade presidential candidate: Senator Barry Goldwater. Goldwater, the scion of an Arizona department store family, was the first Republican with a large profile to truly break from the liberal consensus of the Roosevelt era, which still retained the support of mainstream Republicans, Democrats, and the business elite, though it had not gone without attack over the last thirty years. That consensus was largely hewed to the views of Keynesian economists: that the volatility of the market needed to be checked by government spending, and that a healthy social safety net was important for a modern society.
In 1960, Goldwater published a treatise called The Conscience of a Conservative (ghost written by William F. Buckley, Jr.’s, brother-in-law), in which he called government the “chief instrument for thwarting man’s liberty” and railed against “welfarism,” labor unions, and communism. The book became a mass market hit. Goldwater’s views alarmed the more moderate members of the party: Nelson Rockefeller, of the Standard Oil Rockefellers and the governor of New York, announced that Goldwater’s “irresponsibility and extremism”—his view that Social Security should be voluntary, for example—would turn off voters.
Rockefeller was right, and Goldwater didn’t win. But his failed run gave the views he represented a legitimate national platform, one that DeVos and Van Andel began supporting on a grassroots level. DeVos, the naturally gifted speaker, embarked on a cross-country tour called “Selling America,” one stop of which was at a 1965 United Republicans of California meeting, headlined by gubernatorial candidate Ronald Reagan. “Some place along the line people have stopped standing up for America and the American freedoms,” DeVos told a group of teenagers in an after-school program in Chicago. “They don’t believe in free enterprise. They are perfectly willing to let someone else carry the load for them.” The founders liked to repeat that they started Amway the same year Fidel Castro took power in Cuba, and just after Russia had launched Sputnik. “People thought communism could be the wave of the future and might even overtake America,” DeVos writes in his memoir. To join Amway was to be a soldier on the other side. “Which way will you go?” he would ask by way of closing out his speeches. “Free or slave? Mediocre or excellent? Socialism or capitalism?”
But Amway’s ideological battle was not inspired solely by the geopolitical arms race going on. It was also fueled by more self-interested considerations. The company’s growth was tracking over an economic climate of increasing doom and gloom. Manufacturing and industrial jobs were declining in number and worsening in condition. Student protesters were bombing the corporations and banks that they blamed for environmental pollution and overconsumption. And the discontent was all spilling upward: educated white-collar workers started to be hit especially hard by unemployment at the dawn of 1970. Many who didn’t lose their jobs found that they could no longer afford the lifestyles to which they aspired. “Our business is picking up a whole new breed of salesman,” DeVos said in 1971, in an article about “white collar casualties.”
The Amway pitch capitalized on this widespread unease and dissatisfaction. Before they started drawing circles, a sponsor often started a presentation to a prospect with a horribly depressing depiction of “the Rut,” aka the drudgery of regular wage work, punching a clock, dealing with a boss. The pitch emphasized not just the indignity of work but the indignity of retirement and inadequacy of Social Security, the pittance the government offered in exchange for your blood, sweat, and tears. Then the sponsor would contrast that gray nightmare with the “the Dream” of true freedom, full of luxuries, travel, and pleasure. Anyone who wasn’t living the Dream wasn’t kept out of it by injustice, inequality, or any other external factor, but by their own inertia. Amway turned positive thinking into a patriotic call of duty: You are the only thing standing between yourself and vast riches, and getting rich is your American right.
DeVos and Van Andel may have built their company more subtly by the standards of their peers—it took them until 1965 to buy a company jet, for example. But the company was still, in its own words, pyramiding its profits. Sales went from $4 million in 1963 to $36 million in 1967, then $100 million in 1970. By then there were references in local news to relentless “Amway men” knocking on America’s doors. Amway expanded to Australia and the UK, and, in 1972, officially acquired its predecessor Nutrilite, which had persisted meagerly as a separate business for the last thirteen years since Van Andel and DeVos had absconded with their downlines. Carl Rehnborg’s son, Sam, was the one to announce the acquisition, as the elder Rehnborg was in ill-health and had stepped back from the company. He passed away in January 1973, his obituary reading that he “was a chemistry graduate.” Lee Mytinger died the same year and was buried in Forest Lawn, where he had once sold burial plots. His former partner, Casselberry, died six years later in Santa Barbara.
As Amway’s profile grew, DeVos and Van Andel became even more valuable spokesmen for the American dream, railing against government interference and the dole. Multiple unions had tried and failed to organize workers at the Amway corporate headquarters in the 1960s and 1970s; in response, DeVos held forth in captive audience meetings on the value of free enterprise and the scourge of union bosses. In 1972, the company built a domed Center of Free Enterprise at its Ada headquarters, from which it pumped out masses of literature and programming for children. One of the stories was a somewhat heavy-handed version of “The Little Red Hen,” in which the barnyard animals who refuse to help the little red hen bake her bread but want to eat it when she’s finished represent organized labor, civil rights, and the welfare state. When she declines, they call her a “capitalistic leech” and sing “We Shall Overcome.” The farmer then requires the little red hen to redistribute the bread; at the end of the story, she decides never to bake again.
With the company’s rise came bigger and flashier conventions for IBOs. If recruiting was supposed to happen humbly, at a prospect’s kitchen table, these gatherings were the place sponsors could display their wealth. Amway functions, closed to outsiders, doubled as jingoistic revivals, promoting a mix of populism and unabashed materialism. Lines of sponsorship also held their own rallies with names like Family Reunions, Dream Night, and Extravaganza. There came to be more events in Amway per month than most major religions have in a year. Alcohol was banned, but singing wasn’t, nor was stomping and chanting about Cadillacs, diamonds, mansions, and furs. Directs who were at the upper levels entered the events via a red carpet, sat in separate sections of the venues where they literally looked down on other distributors, and ate fancier dinners than their distributors in the buffet line, all while speakers preached ultimate freedom and equality. Husband and wife Diamond distributors spoke out against the Equal Rights Amendment and thanked Amway for saving their marriages. They were worshiped like celebrities. Bernice Hansen, who had joined the Ja-Ri Nutrilite downline in 1958 with her husband, Fred, in Akron, Ohio, then followed DeVos and Van Andel to Amway, told a crowd of thirty thousand in 1973, “I’m just a housewife saying thanks for free enterprise.”
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BAD APPLES

The Rut of the 1970s was very good for Amway, but there was a catch. It was good for the other companies using the Plan too. Each passing month seemed to create new pools of Americans ready to hear a pitch about breaking free. Rising unemployment led to a burst of scams, as it had in the postwar years when multilevel marketing was invented. “Many middle class people are out of work, and they may have a couple of thousand dollars around to invest,” a deputy AG from California told the Los Angeles Times in 1971, the same year the state attorneys general met in Puerto Rico and rang the alarm about pyramid companies. As state injunctions and then federal lawsuits piled up against Holiday Magic, Koscot, and Bestline, the God-fearing founders from Michigan knew it was time to mount a charm offensive. They were ready to save MLM—and to establish that there were two camps, of good and bad actors, despite their very recent shared history.
In 1962, Amway had joined the Direct Selling Association, still operating as the National Association of Direct Selling Companies. (The organization changed its name in 1969.) Back then, the trade group was still predominantly made up of traditional direct-selling companies like Avon and Fuller Brush. Being a multilevel pyramid company among the old-timey direct sellers provided Amway invaluable cover. In 1970, with the pyramid problem giving door-to-door salesmen a bad name, the DSA established a Code of Ethics, spearheaded by an Avon executive, that advocated rules like requiring customers to be able to return their merchandise, called a “buyback plan,” and mandating a “cooling off period,” during which a recruiter was required to wait between pitching and signing up a new salesman. For the public, and the press, seeing Amway’s name listed with Avon implied that Amway, too, was regular old door-to-door selling, an upstanding, simple business. “Avon, Tupperware, Amway and Sarah Coventry are old multilevel selling plans,” one reporter in the Albuquerque Tribune explained, “which are reputable because no one gets a direct kickback for recruiting others to sell the product or has to invest a large sum to start selling.” Of course, Amway’s marketing plan was not Avon’s or Tupperware’s, in which distributors were actually paid based on products they sold to customers, not on products they and others bought. But the story that they were all “direct selling” held.
The company leaned hard into that misconception. In September 1971, Amway took out a half-page ad in newspapers across the country bearing the headline, “A different world.” “Success brings imitation,” the ad read. “From time to time these other plans have been presented in the marketplace as ‘just like Amway’ or ‘an improved Amway.’ Maybe. But usually not. Most have been warped into pyramid sales schemes, endless chain referral plans, wholesale buying clubs, inventory loading schemes, and unethical multi-level sales plans.” The ad listed all the ways that Amway was distinct, including the fact that there was no way to “buy in,” and that distributors did not use high-pressure tactics. (“It’s not any sort of Glenn Turner deal where some guy drops $5,000 worth of stuff in your basement, collects his $2,000 cut, takes off and says good luck Charlie,” one Amway IBO in Boston told a reporter.)
The ad campaign was a direct swipe at the Big Three (Koscot, Dare to Be Great, and Holiday Magic), and they responded in turn, running ads the next month for their own lobbying organization, the International Association of Multi-level Distributors, founded by William Penn Patrick. The IAMD hired a big shot San Francisco attorney to publicly accuse Amway and the government of unfairly distinguishing between “good” and “bad” multilevel companies, and to announce that it, too, had written a Code of Ethics very similar to the DSA’s.
Patrick escalated the internecine drama when one of his myriad companies, Sta-Power (which purported to sell gasoline), filed a $10 million antitrust suit against the DSA and Amway. The suit accused the companies of engaging in a “conspiracy aimed at eliminating competition and convincing the public that the plaintiff’s method of marketing their products is unethical and illegal.” The Sta-Power president called the DSA “monsters.”
DeVos and Van Andel responded in kind. “A franchise pyramiding blight,” Van Andel said in the press in 1973, negatively impacted the “credibility” of the business model. DeVos added to a different reporter that “the whole industry suffers when there are bad apples.”
The Direct Selling Association was happy to adopt the good apples and bad apples narrative. The door-to-door industry needed the multilevel companies as much as the multilevel companies needed the DSA’s Washington pedigree. Companies like Amway and Mary Kay Cosmetics, which joined in 1970, had ushered in the direct-selling renaissance that had started with the party plan and continued over the next two decades. An income opportunity that had been the butt of a national joke in the Fuller Brush Man cartoons had become, by the 1970s, a booming industry, thanks to multilevel marketing. Nonpyramid companies were enjoying growth, too: Avon doubled its sales from 1965 to 1970. Electrolux Vacuums and Fuller Brush were been acquired by a giant conglomerate, Consolidated Foods, and another major corporation, Dart Industries, purchased Tupperware. The DSA had a vested interest in isolating the worst of the pyramid bunch represented by the likes of Holiday Magic, as if they were doing something Mary Kay and Amway weren’t, while holding on to MLM’s record profits. The association even allowed Bestline, one of the biggest, baddest apples, to join in 1973, just one year after it was sued by the FTC. The DSA was apparently satisfied that the company had “shifted its marketing plan.”
Companies across the DSA, multilevel or not, had an additional shared goal that required strength in numbers: avoiding increased regulation. More rules on door-to-door firms of all stripes would be untenable for companies that relied on largely oversight-free contract labor. The DSA mobilized, with the major input of Amway, to head off new laws. In 1972, when Minnesota Senator Walter Mondale introduced his Pyramid Sales Act, the DSA had already been working to defang the legislation behind the scenes. Amway “cooperated” with authorities in forty-seven states that were considering their own endless chain legislation. The cooperation looked a lot like heading off harsher rules by agreeing to the ones they could stomach. Jay Van Andel boasted that Amway had helped to draft and pass an antipyramid bill in Massachusetts that was then modeled by a dozen states; the governor signed it into law with an Amway-branded pen.
As it had during negotiations on the Social Security Act decades earlier, the DSA again had help from big business in resisting Mondale’s Pyramid Sales Act, in the form of the International Franchise Association, a trade group consisting of popular companies like Burger King, Pizza Hut, Budget rental cars, and Holiday Inn. They, too, were worried that new laws on selling could hamper their own business model, which did not employ endless chain distribution but nonetheless involved franchisers and subfranchisers receiving payments from independent contractors who were not technically in their employ. The franchise model had also been accused in the past of predatory behavior, of taking advantage of a prospect’s hopes, underselling the difficulty of the business, and locking them into punitive contracts.
Both the DSA and the International Franchise Association appeared during the last set of congressional hearings on Mondale’s bill in 1974. But by then, Amway had successfully captured even him. During the hearing, Mondale thanked the “legitimate businesses in the field” like Amway for their support and input. The company, backed by the DSA, had successfully convinced regulators that they were the good apples. Even still, DSA members were concerned that the language was “too broad,” president J. Robert Brouse told the committee. They wanted the term “pyramid sales” changed to “pyramid investments,” because pyramid selling was legitimate, Brouse insisted. “In direct selling we recruit to gain people to sell our products.” The Pyramid Sales Act passed twice in the Senate, but never made it to the House.
Nowhere in any of the media coverage of the mudslinging between multilevel marketers during the 1970s was the fact that companies on both sides came from the same place. That the “good” Amway founders had spun it off from the same entity, Nutrilite, that had incubated Nutri-Bio, the company in which nearly all the founders of the “bad” companies had trained. That Mary Kay Ash’s ex-husband, George Hallenbeck, had been a Nutri-Bio salesman on the “bad” side before he helped start her “good” business. Hardly fifteen years earlier, men from the “good” and “bad” sides had been selling the same stuff. They had been reading the same positive thinking books. They were all swimming in the same multilevel waters: In 1972, “Dr.” James Breckenridge Jones, of Abundavita, the Nutri-Bio precursor, was one of the featured speakers at an Amway Free Enterprise Day.
Of course, the various heads of the multilevel hydra knew it. In 2021, Ben Gay III, the former Holiday Magic president accused of beating up distributors in The Pit, recalled on a podcast episode that during the 1960s and 1970s, DeVos and Van Andel often crossed paths with Holiday Magic and Glenn Turner executives. They happened to all use the same regional airport in Grand Island, Nebraska, as a stopover when traversing the country in their corporate jets. All the executives used to hang out together while waiting for the planes to refuel, he said. “I’ve often said,” Gay continued, “if the attorney generals wanted to wipe out the MLM industry, which they did from time to time, if they dropped a bomb on that building, they would have gotten the Amway executives, the Holiday Magic executives, and Glenn Turner’s executives. Meanwhile, when we went outside, we had to act as if we hated each other because each company had the thing—you’re either in Holiday Magic or you’re nothing. There are only two types of people in the world: those in Holiday Magic, those outside of Holiday Magic. Koscot taught the same thing, and so did Amway.”
When the Federal Trade Commission was ready to hand down its first major decisions against multilevel marketers, it was clear which companies were going to be made an example of first. Bestline, Koscot, Dare to Be Great, and Holiday Magic all fell between 1973 and 1975.
Meanwhile, the Amway founders had been nurturing an important political relationship. Representative Gerald Ford first spoke at an Amway sales convention in 1965. He was the longtime congressman from Grand Rapids, elected to the House of Representatives in 1948, when the founders were in their twenties. A former Michigan football champion and Eagle Scout, Ford was a reliable conservative and Vietnam hawk, and a perfect ally for Amway. Van Andel and DeVos called him “Jerry.” After Richard Nixon, the first Republican president since Eisenhower, was elected in 1968, Jerry helped Amway get Nixon to publicly support their 1971 Free Enterprise celebrations, when they laid the cornerstone for their Center of Free Enterprise at their headquarters in Ada. Ford spoke at the ceremony.
Ford’s aspirations had always been to become Speaker of the House, but they suddenly climbed much higher, almost overnight, when in October 1973, Vice President Spiro Agnew stepped down amid corruption and tax fraud charges. Nixon nominated Ford to take his place. Less than a year later, Van Andel and DeVos were throwing Ford a dinner party on the very night Nixon announced his own resignation in the wake of the Watergate scandal during a televised address. It was an extraordinarily lucky set of circumstances for the founders from Michigan. Just as the FTC finally set its sights on Amway, one of the company’s closest allies became the most powerful man in the world.
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DARKEST HOUR

On a June evening in 1975, a huge brown luxury bus pulled into Saginaw, Michigan. Out poured the top soap slingers of the Amway corporation, plus their lead proselytizer, Richard DeVos. On stage at the rally that night, DeVos was defiant: “Some of you may have been brought up in the atmosphere of defeatism, that conditions rule you,” he cautioned, in his sharp, nasal voice. Maybe those conditions ruled them, but not him. “All of us are surrounded by crybabies, people who think they’re helpless. We are not slaves to that system.” The crowd of twenty-five hundred roared.
DeVos’s comments were pointed, as a very particular set of outside conditions threatened to bear down on him: the Federal Trade Commission’s lawsuit against Amway, which it had finally filed in March. The company was charged with price fixing, restraining competition, and unfair practices. The FTC also accused Amway of operating an endless chain scheme. The complaint included dozens of quotations from Amway’s own materials about the ease with which distributors could sponsor new recruits and replicate themselves, and fantastical income claims. Amway fired back in the press that the charges were retaliation for formally complaining that “certain FTC staff members” had engaged in “improper and unlawful actions.” The company didn’t elaborate on what those activities were.
The FTC suit added fuel to the founders’ crusade against an overbearing and abusive government. Soon after, as he jetted between Amway events in his corporate jet and Rolls-Royce, DeVos told a Detroit Free Press reporter that the U.S. government was starting to be seen as an “intruder” rather than a “protector” by the American people.
The company reached out to Ford’s office just a few weeks after the FTC complaint was filed, ostensibly to discuss Amway’s American bicentennial celebrations that coming June. “[Richard DeVos] suggested that I contact you to arrange for President Ford’s participation,” wrote Amway’s director of public affairs to Warren Rustand, Ford’s scheduler. Amway was coordinating a mass ritual signing of the Declaration of Independence, and they wanted Ford to attend and sign.
Rustand forwarded the request to White House lawyers, noting he had “heard that Amway is being investigated by the Federal Trade Commission and that the Commission will shortly (or has already) issued several complaints against them.” He added that DeVos had been “very persistent.” He wasn’t exaggerating. White House archives show that Rustand spent nearly two months fielding the company’s letters about the signing, including one from Billy Zeoli, a Grand Rapids evangelical speaker closely associated with Amway, as well as a spiritual adviser of Ford. Lawyers and advisers weighed in on whether Ford’s participation would violate any ethics rules. One of them was an administration appointee named Dick Cheney, Ford’s chief of staff. (“I would not contact the President for business considerations,” Jay Van Andel told the press in an interview as this back-and-forth was occurring. “He would not respond if I did.”) Ford chose to do the signing in a meeting on June 6, with no press involved, after which he and DeVos met privately for forty-three minutes.
If White House lawyers were worried about how it would look for Ford to appear sympathetic to Amway so soon after it was sued by the FTC, they had no idea those forty-three minutes would become controversial for an entirely different reason. In August, the Los Angeles Times revealed that Rustand and his assistant, a man named Bill Nicholson, were involved in a deal to buy a Nebraska life insurance company with DeVos and Van Andel. The founders had invested $2.2 million in the venture. A lawyer for the insurance company told reporters that he had been told Amway was interesting in selling insurance to its distributors, “or through them.” Van Andel and DeVos had agreed to get involved weeks after DeVos had been in Ford’s office—and after which DeVos had been quoted saying in the Detroit Free Press that “the White House was aware of the FTC complaint.” Nowhere did it seem to be reported that Devos and Van Andel already had another connection to the office: their accountant, Bill Seidman, had been hired by Ford as an economic adviser.
It was a scandal: a White House aide going into business with the wealthy old friends of his boss, ones who were currently doing battle with a federal agency. Rustand eventually resigned; Nicholson was later hired in Amway’s government affairs office and would work there for decades.
Despite its bicentennial, the country was not exactly in high spirits. By the time Ford took office, the United States, along with the rest of the world, was in an even deeper economic slump than it had been during the recession of 1970 and 1971. The 1973 oil crisis, when oil-producing Arab states withheld exports to countries that supported Israel, had technically ended in March 1974, but prices remained high. Stagflation—expensive goods, with high unemployment, and slow growth—was the diagnosis.
But it was not yet decided who was to blame for all this instability, at whom the Americans waiting in line in their cars trying to buy gas in the middle of the night should direct their anger. Many of them turned on big business. In 1973, a spike in meat prices sparked a national boycott of butchers and supermarkets, accused of conspiring to keep prices high, led by consumer groups often spearheaded by women, with names like “Fight Inflation Together” and “Women’s War on Prices.” The auto industry was especially impacted by stagflation, and waves of cutbacks and layoffs prompted United Auto Workers president Douglas Fraser to castigate “the leaders of the business community, [who] with few exceptions have chosen to wage a one-sided class war today in this country.” “Everywhere you turn,” one reporter wrote in 1974, “someone is on strike: airline mechanics, bus drivers, copper miners, sanitation workers, firemen, hospital workers, painters, steelworkers, telephone workers.”
Democratic and Republican political factions blamed one another and formed their own commonsense recovery plans. Ford, like Nixon before him, had at first responded with a fairly typical conservative program of austerity. But just like it had in the Depression, the crisis terrified American capitalists that reform was coming. That Ford did not win the presidential election in 1976 was not a good sign. Though he was far from an antibusiness candidate, Jimmy Carter beat Ford in part by aligning him with “lobbyists and special interest groups.” An executive told researchers who published a 1976 book titled Ethics and Profit that “the American capitalist system is confronting its darkest hour.”
For the direct-selling industry, which was now the multilevel marketing industry, too, the darkest hour meant profits—at least in the short term. In the summer of 1975, the Associated Press ran a story about how the direct-selling field was poised to see the economic downturn “as a special opportunity.” Indeed, it seemed to be. That year, direct selling reached a staggering size: 8 percent of American families had an active distributor in some kind of door-to-door operation. One in four tried it in the past. Multilevel marketing had touched millions of American lives.
Amway in particular attached itself to the bleeding like a leech. “Don’t let the good times pass you by,” the founders wrote in a 1974 article in Amagram, the company magazine. “In the direct selling business hard times are good times.” The year before, when Trans World Airlines announced it had furloughed twenty-nine hundred employees, Amway ran an article in one of its internal newsletters explaining why “the energy crisis is really an energy opportunity for alert Amway distributors.” The company not only promised good times but pressed on the bad ones. Amway ran an ad in Time featuring a couple bent over a pile of bills at their kitchen table. “The cost of living is winning the race against your income,” it said. “Amway offers you an alternative.”
But Van Andel and DeVos didn’t just sit back and watch their net worths increase. If American capitalism was imperiled, they were going to save it. With their ideological zeal, political connections, and financial might, they were a crucial connecting force in mobilizing the coalition we now think of as the New Right. The movement, which coalesced over the course of the 1970s, though it had been building for decades, contained some of the country’s wealthiest businessmen, Evangelicals and other conservative Christians, positive thinkers, and free market radicals. They were all united by their desire to turn Americans against intervention in the crisis by the government—the farmer who wanted to take the little red hen’s bread.
Van Andel and DeVos were close allies of Coors beer heir Joseph Coors, who cofounded a new think tank in 1973 called the Heritage Foundation. Coors had started the group in part because he felt older conservative think tanks from the postwar era like the American Enterprise Institute were too staid, too quiet. They weren’t the only ones: More organizations concerned with incubating daring policy and economic ideas sprouted up, including the Cato Institute in 1977, cofounded by Charles and David Koch, and the Manhattan Institute in 1978. Not to be left behind, AEI began supporting academics who were coming up with alternative theories to the dominant Keynesian philosophy of the market. One was called “supply side,” influenced largely by economists at the University of Chicago. They argued that the era’s economic ills were a result of burdens on the “supply side” of the economy, namely regulation and taxes. Reducing them would unleash innovation and production.
Van Andel was also deeply involved in an organization that was poised to help spread these ideas on the ground: the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, which had become, as historian Kim Phillips-Fein puts it, a “social movement for capitalism.” In 1976, Van Andel started a grassroots political group funded by the chamber, but open to anyone (for just $15 to join), called Citizen’s Choice, tasked with representing “the millions of Americans who resent high taxes, inflation and increasing government interference in their lives.” Its platforms, spread with a newsletter and phone hotline, included means testing government programs, banning strikes by public employees, and restricting access to food stamps. Citizen’s Choice was translating the principles of supply-side economics into voter issues.
Van Andel, DeVos, and Amway were thus quick to join the so-called tax revolt when it arrived in Michigan from California, where a lobby of homeowners had successfully campaigned to limit property tax increases. In the words of the movement’s founder, they wanted to prevent their hard-earned dollars going to “the moochers and loafers” who relied on state benefits. DeVos and Van Andel contributed $30,000 to help pass a property tax amendment proposed by Michigan’s Taxpayers United for Tax Limitation in 1978, and they sent out a solicitation for additional support on company letterhead.
They were not the only multilevel marketers who were part of the pro-business political mobilization of the 1970s. Justin Dart, the son-in-law of the founder of Walgreens, whose company Dart Industries purchased Tupperware, was an influential free market evangelist. (Tupperware, which had started as regular old direct selling, eventually shifted toward a multilevel marketing compensation plan.) Dart was a prominent member of the Chamber of Commerce and a Republican activist who had championed the concept of business owners using political action committees for influence.
Mary Kay Ash was not as explicitly political—though in 1977, she came under fire for circulating a leaflet among her beauty consultants cribbed from an anti–Equal Rights Amendment group in Texas called “Women Who Want to Be Women,” with the signature “Lovingly, Mary Kay,” affixed on the bottom. Instead, she grew her profile as a free enterprise mascot on the motivational speaking circuit, which had by now become a lucrative industry. Ash was a fixture at a series of “Positive Mental Attitude” rallies, the brainchild of W. Clement Stone, the insurance executive multimillionaire and Nixon fundraiser who had collaborated with an aging Napoleon Hill on Success magazine in the 1950s. Other speakers included Paul Harvey, a radio personality who for years voiced Amway ads, and Zig Ziglar, a former Nutri-Bio and Holiday Magic salesman with a wildly successful motivational speaking business.
Another speaker at Positive Mental Attitude rallies was Robert Schuller, a California televangelist and disciple of Norman Vincent Peale. Richard DeVos gave $58,000 to support Schuller’s “Hour of Power,” broadcast live on TV from his drive-in megachurch in Garden Grove, California. Along with the think tanks and business groups, a network of conservative Christian media companies platformed figures like Schuller, Pat Robertson, Billy Graham, and Jerry Falwell to rival mainstream liberal programming. In 1977, Amway wanted to be a part of them and purchased the Mutual Broadcasting System, a radio network with the largest number of affiliates of any in the world at the time. The same year, Amway-friendly Christian writer Charles Paul Conn published a book about Amway called The Possible Dream, which sold 11 million copies.
DeVos also gave $25,000, along with Coors, to the Christian Freedom Foundation, a grassroots group started back in 1950 by Sun Oil president J. Howard Pew. It was reinvigorated in the 1970s by Christian businessmen and would be the breeding ground for Falwell’s Moral Majority. In 1978, DeVos funded an antiabortion film called Whatever Happened to the Human Race? by Christian theologian and antichoice crusader Francis A. Schaeffer.
Under the efforts of DeVos, Van Andel, and their friends, the right wing was being successfully “revitalized,” a pair of journalists warned in an article for Sojourners, a Christian magazine, called “The Plan to Save America.” No longer were its extremists content to remain sidelined by the mainstream of the party, as when Barry Goldwater was defeated in 1964. “While the various groups and persons involved vigorously claim no organizational ties,” the reporters wrote, “it is clear that the origin and direction of what has become a national effort is centered in a group of men who have close relationships to one another, who share a doctrinaire conservative ideological vision and have come together around common political objectives.”
A major target of the antiregulatory movement was the Federal Trade Commission. Part of the New Right’s ire had been stoked by an “activist” era at the agency, which coincided with the commission’s crackdown on pyramid selling.
The era can be traced to that same year of Goldwater’s defeat, 1964. One week after Surgeon General Luther Terry released a damning report on the connection between smoking and harmful health conditions like lung cancer, the FTC initiated a new rule on cigarettes, attempting to require specific, prominent warnings on packaging saying that said cigarettes could kill you. Stock prices tumbled. Governors and congressmen with prominent tobacco-producing and selling donors called for more research and a retreat from hysteria.
The FTC had been empowered to make trade regulation rules to prohibit “unfair methods of competition” since its inception in 1914. During the New Deal, via the Wheeler-Lea Act of 1938, those powers were expanded, to include the more broadly defined “unfair or deceptive acts or practices.” But it wasn’t until the Cigarette Rule nearly thirty years later that unfairness as a principle was applied to protect consumers rather than to police competition between businesses. The FTC argued that the cigarette companies’ “massive, continuous, mounting and forceful” advertising deceived consumers into thinking that smoking was attractive, even healthy, and was thus unfair. Though the regulation was ultimately finalized in a much narrower version than what was initially proposed, the agency had nevertheless established itself as one with the power to “[seek] out potential moral problems with markets,” and do something about them, as legal scholar Luke Herrine has written. The Rule marked a major escalation of the FTC’s antagonism toward business.
The agency became more aggressive in 1969, following a report commissioned by Ralph Nader, at the time a law professor and consumer advocate. The Nader Report was a damning exposé of automobile safety that attacked the FTC as an ineffectual wasteland of corporate cronies. “Millions of Americans were convinced,” said The New York Times, “that the agency intended to be the national main defense against corporate fraud and deception was itself a gigantic fraud on the American consumer.” Nader had tapped into that powerful constituency of people waiting in line for gas and housewives buying expensive meat at the supermarket, those fed up and feeling harmed by corporations. “Consumer advocacy” became a new movement that drew on both the civil rights movement and environmentalism.
Politicians clamored to become the face of the consumer revolution, including Walter Mondale, when he introduced the ill-fated Pyramid Sales Act in 1972. Richard Nixon also moved to respond to the Nader report, overhauling the FTC by appointing a new chair who had also authored a critical report on the agency, and a new director of the agency’s Bureau of Consumer Protection, a rather square forty-year-old law professor named Robert Pitofsky.
Enlivened by public and political support, between 1971 and 1980, the FTC attempted to make at least two dozen rules, concerning everything from vocational schools to mobile homes, credit and lending practices, hearing aids, funeral homes, used cars, and thermal insulation. Many FTC rules made during this time shape consumer rights in tiny and specific ways we take for granted today, like the fact that optometrists have to allow patients to leave with their own prescriptions, for example. That was an FTC rule.
One of the rules the FTC made during its regulatory binge was a “cooling-off period” for door-to-door sales. The rule allowed a buyer to cancel any agreement made in their home, or anywhere outside the seller’s place of business, within three days. Just like it helped shape Mondale’s Pyramid Sales Act, the DSA publicly supported the cooling-off period and tried to influence the rulemaking behind the scenes. But the association was wary of the FTC’s saber-rattling. “DSA supports the mission of the FTC in protecting consumers from deceptive acts or practices, and to promote competition in the marketplace,” Neil Offen, the organization’s senior vice President and legal counsel, testified during hearings on regulatory reform in 1976: “DSA is extremely concerned, however, with the way the Commission is moving into the area of ‘unfairness’ and feels there is great need for congressional direction to be given the Commission in this area.”
Unfortunately for Offen, when Carter assumed office in 1977, and Democrats also had control of both houses of Congress, the commission became even more emboldened. Carter appointed Michael Pertschuk, a Nader collaborator who had helped draft the Senate’s cigarette advertising legislation, as the FTC’s new chairman. His plan was to openly wield the agency, asleep no more, as the nation’s “largest public interest law firm.”
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THE INDUSTRY OWES AMWAY

William Stone testified that while he was drawing circles outside yacht clubs in Fort Lauderdale, talking up the Amway opportunity, in reality had a second job as a security guard on the night shift. His business was costing him money. He had no yacht club membership. With three hours of sleep each night, he was devoting every moment to his Amway business, and still losing. He and his family had moved from New Jersey to Florida because they had gone into debt. In 1976, he declared personal bankruptcy.
Nancy Johnson testified that she was asked several times by the minister of her church to sign up for Amway. When she did, she found herself spending more money on babysitting than she was earning. Her sponsors told her she had a choice: to work her Amway business or later figure out how to answer her son when he asks, “Why can’t I go to college?” Johnson used the same story on her own prospects later when trying to get them to stay in the business. She left Amway in 1975 with $1,700 less than she started with.
Mary Rovena testified that she and her husband joined Amway in 1967, grew an organization of three hundred IBOs, but never made any money. They didn’t realize that the costs of their Amway business were eating into everything they made, including $2,000 on Amway rallies alone. Still, she told prospects Amway was a “fantastic business opportunity with which a person could, with an investment of $10, make a great deal of money.” The Rovenas quit in 1969 with a pile of debt including unpaid medical bills for their sick child.
Hearings in the FTC’s case against Amway began in 1977 and lasted six months. The commission’s investigators produced five years’ worth of evidence, including a gargantuan amount of testimony, literature, and audio transcripts. One hundred and fifty witnesses testified for both sides, including current and former distributors, legal experts, and marketing professors.
The FTC lawyers who filed the complaint argued that Amway was not materially different than Holiday Magic or Koscot. The endless chain on which the business model relied was false, misleading, and deceptive: Amway IBOs recruited others knowing that it would be all but impossible for people who joined on the bottom of the pyramid to make any money. The agency presented stories of high-pressure Opportunity Meetings in which prospects were emotionally manipulated. IBOs described how they were encouraged to pick up their prospects in person so it was harder to cancel and to unplug their own phones the day of a meeting so the prospect could not no-show or call to cancel. (In his memoir, Simply Rich, DeVos writes that the FTC “dredged up anybody who was unhappy with Amway.”)
Amway brought its own witnesses who presented a much rosier picture. There was a Baptist minister and probate judge from Cullman County, Alabama, who said he made between $500 and $1,000 a month, before expenses. There was a rheumatologist who said Amway helped him put himself through postgraduate studies.
The company’s legal strategy was to contradict the FTC: Amway was not like Koscot or Holiday Magic, the attorneys argued. The Koscot test had established that a company was an illegal pyramid scheme if participants were paying for the right to recruit others, and if they received rewards for that recruitment that were unrelated to product sales. Amway had regulations in place that prevented this from occurring, the company claimed, because they required Amway IBOs to sell real products to real customers. Thus, Amway was not a pyramid scheme.
First was the “ten customer rule,” which required a distributor to provide receipts that he or she had sold products to ten different people to receive their monthly performance bonus. Then the “70% rule,” which required a distributor to resell at least 70 percent of the products they bought during a given month. In theory it prevented an IBO from loading up on inventory that they could not reasonably sell (though they could still just sell to other IBOs). And finally: the “buyback rule,” which guaranteed Amway would take back any unused and unexpired products and offer a refund to the IBO.
DeVos and Van Andel were on hand to emphasize that even though Amway was a real retail business, it was also much more than that. “It’s the most tremendous solution to social and economic problems that was ever brought to the people on this continent,” DeVos said during the hearing. Even some of the witnesses who testified on the FTC’s side that they made no money, or even lost money, in Amway testified that they had stayed in it because it gave them something to hold on to.
After the hearings concluded, the New Right was about to find an opening to put a stop to the FTC’s rulemaking binge. In 1978, the commission announced it was exploring a Children’s Advertising Rule. The possibly harmful effects of advertising to children had become a subject of public concern fueled by the barrage of targeted TV and radio ads for Barbie, Mr. Potato Head, and GI Joe. The FTC, under Pertschuk’s direction, zeroed in on sugary cereal advertising in particular. In February, the commission released a staff report that recommended banning all advertising to children under eight, and advertising of sugary cereal to children under twelve.
Days later, The Washington Post ran a mocking editorial under the headline, “The FTC as National Nanny.” “The primary goal of the proposal is to reduce the amount of sugar children eat,” the paper said. “Few people, least of all thoughtful parents, will disapprove of that goal. But the means the FCC is considering are something else. It is a preposterous intervention that would turn the agency into a great national nanny.” The op-ed argued that sugary cereals and treats would still be on the shelves, even with an advertising ban; what the regulation would be protecting kids from was “the weakness of their parents,” which was “not a proper role of government.”
The forces mounted by the free-market purists were primed to knock the FTC off its tracks. They had been building alliances and coaxing public opinion to prepare for exactly this moment. First, the business lobby closed ranks on every level: The Association of National Advertisers and other trade groups sued to bar Pertschuk from the rulemaking process based on bias. A broadcaster called him and his appointees the “pro bono Mafia.” Big cereal companies like General Mills and toy companies like Mattel raised millions to create a publicity blitz with the slogan “Stop the FTC.”
On the grassroots level, the “small” businessmen and entrepreneurs of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce were ready to deploy their members. Van Andel had started Citizen’s Choice in 1976 expressly to mount a Nader-style consumer-focused movement of average citizens, this time in support of business. Working with the Heritage Foundation, the group had already helped kill a proposed Consumer Protection Agency in 1978, instructing members to flood their representatives in Congress with letters of opposition. It helped that the FTC’s rulemaking bonanza had made a swath of enemies in this camp: optometrists, real estate agents, insurance salesman, credit lenders. Chris Hoofnagle, in a 2018 article on what was eventually dubbed the “KidVid” controversy, explains that “the public was unlikely to rally in favor of funeral directors and used-car salesmen.” But KidVid “offered FTC opponents a topic that fit a ‘nanny state’ narrative about the federal government, one that the news media embraced and helped fan, because the news media was concerned about losing advertising revenue.” It was a successful campaign: This incredibly powerful and wide-ranging coalition, composed heavily of elites, was seen as the David against a Goliath.
KidVid was in the background when Judge James P. Timony made his initial decision in June 1978 in the FTC’s case against Amway. Timony was an administrative law judge, an executive appointee paid by the FTC rather than a member of the judiciary. There was no trial with a jury, just the hearings and him. Timony declared that only the FTC’s charges concerning price fixing and trade restraints held up. The judge rejected the notion that Amway was operating an endless chain.
To arrive at this conclusion, Timony simply accepted Amway’s word that its rules—the ten-customer rule, the 70 percent rule, and the buyback rule—kept distributors primarily focused on retail selling, per the Koscot precedent, and thus prevented it from operating as a pyramid scheme. In the Koscot and Holiday Magic cases, the FTC had been able to crack open those companies’ books and determine what percentage of their booming “sales” had come from selling cosmetics, which was very little. No such certainty was available in the Amway case. In its investigation, the FTC had asked for data from Amway that would provide evidence that these rules were enforced, and that Amway IBOs really did sell a lot of products to a lot of customers. That evidence would have included the average retail sales for IBOs, or their average incomes from retail sales versus recruiting rewards. Amway’s attorneys said that the company just didn’t keep that information before 1980.
Nevertheless, Timony believed Amway. He looked at a business in which the founders made $300 million and the “business owners” they sent soap to every month made, in the company’s best estimate, $20 before expenses—a business model that went by the same name, multilevel marketing, as a host of other companies that had been declared illegal, their operators deemed con men—and gave it the benefit of the doubt.
One reason for Timony’s ruling was the overly complicated and esoteric nature of the Plan itself, which Amway IBOs, company executives, and attorneys alike struggled to fully explain during the hearings. Amway’s distinct business language, its web of acronyms and codes—drawing circles, showing the Plan, PV, BV—formed a “protective layer of mystification” around the compensation structure, as historian Jessica Burch writes. Multiple IBOs testified that they did not keep track of traditional metrics like gross or net income.
But Timony was also convinced by Amway’s story: that, despite all that confusion, it was a “substantial industrial company,” in his words, with multimillions in sales, during the worst economic slump since the Depression. He was impressed that Amway had accomplished this despite the “hostile oligopolistic market” of soap and detergent, dominated by conglomerates like Procter & Gamble. Timony was moved by testimony from a Harvard Business School professor hired by Amway who found the company’s detergent had very high consumer acceptance, ranking third in “brand loyalty to a degree which is almost unknown to other brands in the market.” (The professor did not add the context that no one buying Dawn or Tide had been told they could make money from doing so.) Amway was a David, too, and Timony’s ruling affirmed its own mythology.
Not just that—Timony’s ruling affirmed a positive story about America itself. He cited the very population growth of the United States as evidence that the supply for new Amway recruits will never be “exhausted in any particular area.” Lee Mytinger had said the same thing about Nutrilite in 1955: “Our country is growing so fast no direct sales organization can ever have a large enough force to serve all the people, regardless of where they live.” America really was an endless chain. As for distributors who didn’t tell that positive story, who had a hard time recruiting, Timony quoted a “marketing expert” witness hired by Amway: “Usually he is simply not making the sales effort that is required.” It was the salesman’s fault.
Timony’s ruling crystallized the same logic the free enterprise radicals, who were radicals no longer, had been trying to sell to the American people: If the system was producing inequality—if those at the top, say, had a yacht, and those at the bottom were struggling to feed their families—it wasn’t because that system wasn’t working. It was just because its benefits hadn’t gotten to you yet. Picture yourself on the yacht. Think about the yacht every night before you go to sleep. You’ll get the yacht one day.
The crisis at the FTC prompted by KidVid crescendoed after Timony issued his decision on Amway in June of 1978: Pertschuk, as chair, was continuing to fight in court for the right to participate in the ongoing children’s advertising rulemaking. In the fall, still under investigation, Amway itself ran a series of national ads comparing the “Federal Nanny” to Big Brother, claiming government regulation added $600 to the price of a new car. “Was it worth it?” they asked. By September 1979, the FTC was subject to another round of public battery when the Senate convened hearings to reauthorize the agency. Congress considered passing a veto resolution that would have given it authority over the FTC, which a representative from Minnesota called a “rogue agency gone insane” on the House floor. The commission briefly went without funding.
In the middle of all that, the commission opted, like Timony, for less controversy. Robert Pitofsky, the former Bureau of Consumer Protection chief who had been appointed to the FTC by Carter, wrote the opinion affirming Timony’s ruling, issued in May 1979. Amway had technically been found guilty of illegal price fixing and trade restraint and had to agree to stop its distributors from making exaggerated income claims, but these were Pyrrhic victories for the regulators. The decision gave Amway the sentence it needed: “We have determined that the Amway Sales and Marketing Plan is not an illegal ‘pyramid scheme.’ ” The federal government had said so.
The outcome of the case had much bigger implications. It enshrined the so-called Amway rules as a multilevel company’s best defense against pyramid scheme charges, a status quo that remains virtually unchallenged today. Law firms that represent MLM companies tend to have sections on their websites dedicated to the Amway rules with headers like “The Industry Owes Amway.”
Al Kramer was the director of the Bureau of Consumer Protection at the time of the decision. He didn’t work on the Amway case, but he remembers the intense pressure on the entire agency because of the incredible political backlash it was facing during KidVid. “It was a horrible time,” he told me. “Pitofsky was not a rabid enforcer. He was a very careful lawyer.” Pitofsky would have been sensitive to the prominence of the Amway founders among those trying to “stifle the agency’s ability to move aggressively in high profile, important consumer areas,” Kramer said. “In general, there was staff concern that the Amway decision would be used on the Hill to further hack away at the agency.”
Less than three years later, in 1982, the State of Wisconsin sued Amway and several top Directs and compelled the kind of evidence that the FTC had not. The assistant attorney general on the case was a man named Bruce Craig, who had helped go after pyramid-selling schemes including Holiday Magic and Koscot. He had drafted Wisconsin’s anti–endless chain legislation that had been adopted by many other states. After finding an influx of twenty thousand Amway distributors had poured into the state after the FTC decision, Craig gathered evidence from their tax records and discovered that “the Amway rules” that had so persuaded Judge Timony were nonetheless producing the same bleak results as other endless chains. (Because of the FTC’s position established in 1979, however, Craig sued Amway for false income claims rather than alleging it was a pyramid scheme.) Amway Directs in Wisconsin, Craig’s lawsuit found, had been promising an annual income of $12,000, almost $40,000 in 2025. In reality the average gross income for distributors in Wisconsin was $267. The annual net income, when factoring in expenses, was a loss of $918. In 1983, Amway was forced to pay $17,500 in penalties and to disclose average incomes in their recruiting materials.
By then, however, Amway had an even more powerful ally in the White House, having backed Ronald Reagan in the 1980 American presidential election. Reagan had done some of his most crucial campaigning as the keynote speaker at that year’s Amway convention in Charlotte, North Carolina. He was the U.S. Chamber’s official candidate, under newly elected chairman Jay Van Andel. To a cheering crowd of twelve thousand, Reagan announced that he would return welfare responsibility to the states, put a halt to federal hiring, and cut taxes. There had been tables of Reagan campaign material at Amway events in 1980, as well as literature from Van Andel’s Citizen’s Choice. Reagan also had support from Gary Shansby, the CEO of Shaklee, a large multilevel company started in 1956. In a letter sent out to two million Shaklee distributors, Reagan had promised to keep direct sellers as independent contractors. “To be your own boss,” he wrote, “is one of the central features and most valuable blessings of our economic system.”
Two days before Reagan’s inauguration, Amway announced the company had doubled in size from $500 million to $1.1 billion in “sales” in just the last two years. Once he took office, the founders moved into influential roles in the Republican Party, Van Andel as chairman of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and DeVos as chairman of the National Finance Committee. He came up with a plan to hold Amway-style conventions for GOP members at $25 a pop. It was the Plan for political fundraising: Each attendee would be asked to call three people and invite them to become a Republican.
As a candidate, Reagan had fully embraced the intellectual tenets of the free market movement, so much so that supply-side economics was rechristened “Reaganomics.” One of his advisers was Chicago school economist Arthur Laffer, considered the father of supply-side. (In 1990, Laffer would be sued by the State of Florida for helping to promote a fraudulent MLM scheme called FundAmerica.)
Now, Reagan was ready to pull the most powerful levers of the federal government to put those ideas into practice. In 1981, the president signed a piece of legislation into law called the Economic Recovery Tax Act. The economics package, heavily supported by Van Andel via the Chamber of Commerce, overwhelmingly benefited the affluent. By one estimate, 85 percent of generous income and tax cuts for individuals went to Americans who made more than $50,000 a year. Cuts to government programs meant that some of the lowest-income families actually saw their incomes go down.
But Reagan didn’t sell it that way. The benefit was going to be enjoyed by all Americans. Everything was going to turn around. Prosperity was coming. Reagan signed the legislation at a press conference staged in front of his ranch in California, where he appeared in a pair of jeans and cowboy boots. “This is only the beginning,” he promised. He might as well have been drawing circles.
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HOPE



MONIQUE
YEAR: 2018
RANK: Princess Court of Sales
TIME IN MARY KAY COSMETICS: 4 years and 7 months
MONEY SPENT: $38,100
In 2018, Monique decided she was sick of going to Mary Kay Seminar, the annual company convention, and sitting on the sidelines. Seminar was still the best part of Mary Kay: For a few blissful days in July, consultants actually got to stop thinking about whether they were hitting their production goals. They were too busy running around the Kay Bailey Hutchison Convention Center in Dallas, attending training sessions, lectures, and meeting with their uplines. Monique loved getting dressed up for Awards night, the part of the convention when consultants are recognized for their success, but for the past three years she had sat in her formal gown watching the women onstage from the discomfort of her plastic folding chair. She vowed instead that she would make Princess Court of Sales, a distinction bestowed to the consultants who “sell” at least $20,000 worth of Mary Kay during the company’s fiscal year, from July to June. It meant she would have to spend around $10,000 wholesale.
Throughout the year leading up to Seminar month, Monique kept dutifully placing her Mary Kay orders every quarter. But that still left her a few thousand dollars short of spending $10,000. The end of June was a mad dash as Monique scrambled to make “sales,” which meant buying products. “It’s supposed to be more activity, technically,” she told me. “It’s supposed to be more parties, more sales, more engaging with people. More networking events where I can get out and promote the product. But really it just all falls down on me placing the $20,000 retail.” Monique desperately posted on Facebook, trying to get friends to order through her. But inevitably she had to make up the difference herself. Many other women on her team, upline and downline from her, were doing the same thing. “Those last few days, it almost feels like nobody in Mary Kay sleeps,” she said. “Because we’re all up, we’re all trying to hit that goal.” Linette, her upline, encouraged her daily with voice notes on Voxer, the Mary Kay messaging app. Monique’s $20,000 worth of products, if she hit her production, would go a long way in helping Linette keep her own Sales Director rank.
Sometime after midnight on June 30, Linette sent Monique a congratulations text: She had made it.
In July, when it came time for Seminar, Monique picked out a peach-colored off-the-shoulder dress to wear during the special ceremony for the Princess Court. It looked perfect under the purple sash she was given at registration. She still had to sit in the same folding chair in the convention center with her team, but when the time came, she and her fellow Princesses headed backstage to assemble for their walk across the stage. She was paired with a brunette consultant who suggested to Monique that they should hug when they got to the middle. “Maybe we’ll get on the Jumbotron!” the brunette suggested, referring to the large screens that flanked the stage. Monique accepted the plan.
But it all happened so quickly. Once her name was called, and they left the backstage area, Monique could barely see the audience under the lights. She and her partner hugged, but they didn’t make it on the screen. A man in a tuxedo helped her off the stage. And that was it.
“It was just a little taste,” Monique remembered. But it was not enough. She wanted more. Her determination to become a Sales Director, just like Linette, and Rose, the consultant she had met on her first night at the Pink Cadi Shack, was even stronger. 
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PEOPLE QUIT

“Don’t Let Anybody Steal Your Dream,” read the homemade banner hanging across one section of the Charlotte Coliseum. It was a weekend in August 1982. Fifteen thousand people were packed into the stadium, dressed in their finest business attire, red ties and dresses below the knees. Outside, people who had driven thousands of miles to attend parked their camper vans, draped in their own banners with slogans like “Free Enterprise Works.” Some less fortunate folks had camped out in tents. They were waiting for one electric speaker in a tuxedo to talk about the greatest opportunity on Earth.
The man who bounded onto the stage to the theme from Rocky was short and bearded, with a dark goatee and a slightly receding hairline. He spoke forcefully in a high-pitched southern accent, shouting onstage and drawing out the vowels in his words: “You gotta be duuumb to stay broke.” “I don’t like that dirty word they call wooork.” He mostly one repeated word: moneeey,
moneeey,
moneeey.
The Amway distributors in the Charlotte Coliseum weren’t clamoring to see Rich DeVos or Jay Van Andel, or even Ronald Reagan. They were there to see Dexter Yager, a forty-two-year-old former beer salesman from Rome, New York, who joined Amway in 1964. Yager moved to Charlotte in 1969, which is when he developed his accent and began building his Amway business in earnest. By the late 1970s, he had the one of largest downlines in the company, an organization of tens of thousands of IBOs. In 1982, he achieved Crown status, the highest rank in the compensation plan. It was estimated that his downline accounted for one-third of Amway’s sales volume.
Yager was a magnetic, chaotic presence at “functions,” the term his downline group used to describe rallies and conventions, of which there were dozens a year. Their annual Free Enterprise Day gathering was the biggest and loudest. Yager offered a mix of self-professed piety and down-home American straight talk, in long rambling sermon-type motivation sessions peppered with Yagerisms. IBOs should not listen to the “stinkin thinkers” who might give them “trash can ears” (“garbage in, garbage out”). “Don’t let anyone steal your dream.” “Jesus taught free enterprise.” He was like Glenn Turner, William Penn Patrick, and Rich DeVos all rolled into one: a proudly uneducated everyman with extreme, reactionary views on how God and the world worked. Lack, not love, of money is the root of all evil, he would say. “God gave us life, and then he gave us a choice—choice to be a winner, choice to be a loser. Choice to live in America or leave. Choice to be in Amway and be a winner, or leave and be a whiner.” He expressed a fundamentalist-style patriarchal hierarchy in his personal life and his business, describing how women should stay quiet and support their husbands. Yager was a close friend of televangelists Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker, who moved onto Yager’s property in 1988 after being cast out from their PTL Ministries. They broadcast their short-lived Jim and Tammy Faye show from there before Jim was found guilty of for mail and wire fraud.
Yager talked about how poor he and his wife, Birdie, had been when they lived in Rome, a mill town outside Syracuse. After Amway, they lived like a king and queen in a large brick colonial mansion near Charlotte with a horse farm, tennis court, and collection of antique cars. Birdie wore diamond rings and furs. His own luxury coach was a $400,000 motor home the size of a small yacht. And it had all come, supposedly, from selling soap. Distributors made pilgrimages to the Yager Estates and posed next to his cars for photos. Yager was proof that Amway hadn’t just made the founders incredibly wealthy. IBOs—regular people—were getting rich too. The Amway Dream was possible. “I want the picture to show people I was in Charlotte, North Carolina, and it is real and we saw it,” one distributor in front of the coliseum said.
It was a good thing Yager was doing well, because by 1982, Amway had been enduring the roughest stretch in its history. First, the economy had entered another steep recession—normally this would have been good news for Amway, but the president they’d just helped elect was under attack, both in the press and as the subject of an assassination attempt in March 1981. To try and head off backlash, DeVos and Van Andel rushed to defend Reagan’s economic agenda in a new column called “Business Viewpoint,” which was syndicated in fifteen hundred local papers across the country and in the Amway magazine, Amagram. “Misconceptions about levels of profits and the end use of those profits have given rise to the caricature of the businessman as a fat, greedy, cigar-smoking ogre,” they lamented in one article.
Then the company was hit by a series of scandals, in quick succession. First, in April 1981, the Internal Revenue Service announced an investigation into Amway, whose distributors, the agency claimed, were encouraging tax evasion. Jay Van Andel had to appear in Congress in front of the House Ways and Means Committee, where he countered that Amway had never promoted the business as a “tax shelter.” Later in the day, the committee played a tape of a former IRS agent turned distributor telling other IBOs to put children under ten on the payroll (“a three-year-old can stock shelves”). Another IBO had written off a pet as “security.”
Then in July, Wisconsin Assistant Attorney General Bruce Craig’s successful case against top distributors in the state had revealed how embarrassingly little money they were making—in fact, how much they were losing. In August, DeVos was fired from his powerful position as finance chairman of the Republican National Committee, a few months after he gave a speech describing the recession as a “cleansing process,” comments that were seen as less than tasteful.
In November came Amway’s biggest challenge yet: criminal charges. Not a civil suit, not a consent decree or injunction—the Canadian government filed a criminal case against Van Andel, DeVos, and two Amway vice presidents, alleging that they had defrauded the country out of more than $28 million. They were also charged with deliberately misrepresenting the value of Amway products shipped into Canada for fifteen years. The Canadian government’s investigation revealed that Amway had faked hundreds of invoices to avoid customs duties and spent years trying to devise a system that would lower their cost of doing business in the country. Included in the evidence were internal memos, many of which were sent to the founders themselves. The charges carried a possible sentence of ten years in prison. All four executives named in the charges refused to appear in Canadian court.
DeVos and Van Andel went on the offensive. They said the charges were the result of anti-free-trade policies of the Canadian government and an overeager assistant district attorney looking for a job promotion. Amway took out full-page newspaper ads denying that they had broken the law. A government official complained that DeVos and Van Andel had been “exerting maximum political influence” in both Canada and the United States.
Despite their defiance, Amway and its subsidiary in Canada relented within a year. The company pled guilty to defrauding the government and agreed to pay a fine of $20 million in exchange for dropping the criminal charges. A Canadian prosecutor called it the largest fraud charge in the history of the country. Over the ensuing decades, various Amway higher-ups and associates would downplay the Canadian settlement as a “tax dispute.” In his 2014 biography Simply Rich, DeVos explicitly denied wrongdoing and blamed the entire episode on an anti-American vendetta: “As time went on, it became evident to me that they didn’t like our promotion of free enterprise,” he wrote.
As DeVos and Van Andel were dealing with these various headaches, yet another one was forming. Sometime around 1981, a Portland man in his twenties named Phil Kerns joined Amway, down the line in the Yager organization. Kerns, a soft-spoken born-again Christian, was a writer with a modest profile who initially found success in recruiting others into Amway and building his group. Within a few months, however, he foundered, and he began studying his wealthy uplines to see how they were making money. He realized it wasn’t from selling soap—and it wasn’t just from sponsoring, the Amway term for recruiting, either.
The Yager Group organization preached a very simple system for success in Amway: books, tapes, and functions. In Amway parlance, these motivational materials were called “tools.” The tools system was simple, but it was relentless. When a new IBO registered to sell Amway, they would join their upline’s line of sponsorship, or LOS, their branch of the Amway family tree. This was the official chain of sponsorships to which they were connected in company records—to their sponsor’s sponsor, and that person’s sponsor, and all the way back to some of the very first Amway recruits. But the new IBO would also be urged to join, to “plug into,” a second organization that was not run by Amway, their “line of affiliation” (LOA). After the IBO bought their products from Amway via their sponsor, the sponsor then sold them a host of books, tapes, and rally tickets they supposedly needed to run their successful business, via their LOA. The Yager Group was one such LOA—the largest, most profitable, and most fanatical.
Yager uplines immediately drilled the necessity of these motivational tools into the minds of their downlines from the moment they joined Amway. Even before they got their distributor kit in the mail, IBOs were supposed to purchase cassette tapes, often recordings of speeches by Diamond Directs like Yager, and listen to them every day. They were supposed to buy books to read every night, including Yager’s own Don’t Let Anyone Steal Your Dream. And they were supposed to buy tickets to every one of their group’s functions, multiple times a month: Seminar and Rally, Dream Night, Family Reunion, and of course, Free Enterprise Day. Once they got to the rally, there were more books and tapes—as well as vendors selling luxury items like diamond rings and three-piece suits. The IBOs at the functions were not just supposed to be buying tools for themselves, but for their downlines, too, and sponsors left functions with stacks of cassettes and books stuffed into the trunks of their cars to sell on down the line.
As for the actual soap, or the Amway products that every IBO, even Yager himself, was supposed to be selling, Yager uplines encouraged IBOs to clear their homes of “negative” products and replace them with Amway items. They were told to fill their houses with Glister toothpaste, SA-8 detergent, and other Amway products to fulfill their ordering requirements. This was the doctrine of “personal use.” Yager openly told IBOs that they never had to go out and sell if they followed it.
Kerns was outraged by what he discovered. He left the business and launched an amateur investigation of Amway, interviewing others and building a dossier on how the Yager uplines were making their millions. It was not from the Amway business at all, he alleged in Fake It Til You Make It!, a short book on Amway he published at the end of 1982. They were getting rich from selling all these motivation materials, in Amway parlance, the tools. (Kerns used pseudonyms for uplines in the story, and Dexter Yager was “Lester Canon.”)
The tools were a “hidden” business, Kerns wrote, “carefully concealed behind the infrastructure of Amway’s hierarchy.” In this second business, Yager and a select group of his upper-level Diamond distributors had a monopoly on the lucrative market of eager, motivation-hungry IBOs. They were marking up the tools and making a huge profit on pushing them on their downlines. The downline sponsors pushed them, too, in order to try and offload the tools they bought, once they learned that making money in Amway was nearly impossible. The Diamonds at the top, and Yager, who were also taking cuts from everything else at functions—the tickets, the furs—were making the most cash. Kerns said that after one function he saw stacks of bills being packed up in suitcases and split among the higher-ups like winnings from a high-stakes poker game.
Kerns also described at length the intense, high-pressure environment of the Yager group, which was tightly controlled to coerce IBOs into moving more and more tools. IBOs were supposed to eat, sleep, and breathe Amway. Flush away the negative. If people don’t want to join you, they’re losers. Don’t watch the news or listen to rock music. Read your books and listen to Amway bands like Sammy Hall, a country singer from Florida and an Amway IBO with songs like “Circles, Crazy Circles” and “Straight to the Top.” No beards (only Yager could have a beard). Only take counsel from your upline, a process Yager called “edification.” Buy products for personal use. Practice duplication. Moneeey, moneeey, moneeey. Kerns used another word for the tools system: cult.
Kerns’s publisher was a local Oregon company called Victory Press. The book was not a bestseller. But he still got more attention than another disgruntled IBO might because Kerns happened to already have survived the most famous cult in the world, Jim Jones’s People’s Temple. Kerns joined the Jones cult as a teenager, living on its compound in Redwood City, California, with his mother and sister. He escaped, but his family remained, and both mother and sister died in the mass suicide event at Jones’s Guyana camp in 1978. The next year, Kerns quickly coauthored a pulpy book about being in the Temple with Doug Wead, a well-connected evangelical author who had also coauthored Yager’s book. Kerns had enjoyed a bit of notoriety, touring the country for audiences who were hungry for Jonestown horror stories. Wead is the one who sponsored Kerns into Amway; he was directly under Dexter Yager in his downline and had told Kerns he could make millions off selling books at rallies alone. (Wead appears in Kerns’s book as “Mark Hall.”)
Amway had been called a cult before. But never by someone with so much authority to use the word. Later, other former IBOs would use the term “brainwashing” to describe what they saw in Amway, a concept that had become known to Americans in the 1970s through figures in the news like Charles Manson and Patty Hearst. “Brainwashing,” and its more scientific descriptor “coercive persuasion,” remained controversial and subjective—could a person really be separated from his or her free will?
Kerns later told Forbes that he believed Amway had hired detectives to follow him and “rough him up.” A former Amway secretary who reportedly helped the Canadian government in its investigation of the company similarly said she had been intimidated in Chicago by someone who told her to “stay away from Amway.” Amway did not comment on the allegations.
After Fake It Til You Make It!, others took notice of the “hidden” tools system. In October 1982, the Detroit Free Press ran a series of investigative articles on Amway, some focused on Dexter Yager and the tools business. Yager, reporters found, had taken advantage of how cheap cassette tape recording had become. He had his own manufacturing and publishing facilities called Freedom Distributing, where he pumped out the tapes and books he sold at his rallies. They were producing tapes for forty-five cents to a dollar and selling them for three or four dollars.
And it wasn’t just Yager. One of his most successful downline IBOs, a man named Bill Britt, also in North Carolina, had his own manufacturing company called American Multimedia, Inc., making tapes and books for his LOA group called Britt World Wide. Britt had been a city manager, working in his dead-end white-collar J.O.B. (a “Jackass of the Boss”), who at first refused to drive down to Charlotte to learn about the plan from Yager, the former beer truck driver. “I looked down my sophisticated, pseudo-intellectual nose at him. I was Mr. Skepticism himself,” he would say onstage.
The media attention reached a crescendo when Mike Wallace, the 60 Minutes anchor, traveled to Yagerland for a story on Amway’s most successful salesman that aired in January 1983. The cameras captured the throngs of IBOs gathered in front of Yager’s colonial mansion, and others screaming and chanting at a rally, their faces contorted in ecstatic delight. The footage was disturbing. Yager in a polo shirt and his wife, Birdie, her hair feathered, sat across from Wallace on a couch looking as normal as an American couple could be. Birdie said that when she looked at her husband, she saw the face of Jesus.
“I’m not a god,” Yager insisted. “I’m not somebody to worship. There’s a big difference between worshiping and loving.” He refused to accept Wallace’s claims that many distributors had told him making money in Amway was nearly impossible. “You say that ‘Nobody has failed in Amway,’ ” Wallace said. “No,” Yager corrected. “People quit.”
When Wallace put his findings to DeVos and Van Andel on camera in their richly appointed corporate offices in Ada, they were defiant. DeVos had a similar response as Yager to the experience of former IBOs who said they did everything they were told and still lost money: “They have not failed,” he declared. “They have chosen not to work this business as they were told to do.”
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THE CHALLENGE OF THE ’80S

Behind closed doors, the Amway founders knew that they had a growing problem on their hands. The success of the godlike IBOs like Yager, who would come to be known as kingpins, was a threat to the legitimacy and legal cover Amway had only recently won with the FTC. Judge Timony had bought the company line that Amway was a viable business, in which Amway made products that IBOs sold as part of a “substantial industrial company.” And yet here was their best salesman proclaiming on national television that he didn’t really sell anything. 
Within Amway corporate, increasingly panicked internal memos circulated. One raised the alarm on “widespread illegalities inherent in Amway distributor designed ‘systems’ of tapes, books, and rallies.” In another document, an Amway compliance employee named Ed Postma specifically detailed the danger posed by the family tree of Dexter Yager’s and Bill Britt’s tools groups, their lines of affiliation. A single Free Enterprise Day rally could yield profits of $250,000, Postma wrote, nearly $800,000 in today’s dollars. Different tools groups within the Yager-Britt world alone held dozens of such events. “I think there is little question that that is where the big money is made,” he added. He also described the coercive environment cultivated by Yager: “There is no room for individuality and creativity,” Postma wrote. Distributors were all but forced to plug into the tools system, and if they didn’t, they were taught that their businesses will fail. They would be subsequently iced out of the group. “It is this aspect of their methodology,” Postma admitted, “that has allowed for charges of ‘mind control.’ ”
Most worrying of all was not just the coercion and misrepresentation Postma referenced, which could make the tools systems fraudulent in the eyes of attorneys general, or the FTC. If new IBOs at the very end of the totem pole were being forced to buy tools they couldn’t afford, that alone could amount to unfair, deceptive, or anticompetitive practices.
The tools business itself, Postma warned, could even be considered a pyramid scheme. There was evidence that some IBOs were “inventory loading” on large numbers of books and tapes, he reported. This was a sign that distributors could be buying tools just to get the right to bring others into the tools system below them, and to get paid by upline sponsors based on that recruiting. This would qualify as selling the right to sell, the definition of operating a pyramid scheme under Koscot. “The motivation business is getting larger than expected,” Postma concluded. “None of the major participants really wishes to deal with it.”
The issue was christened “The Challenge of the ’80s” in yet another confidential memo shared internally among the top brass. But how to handle it was not so straightforward. This insolence of the kingpins toward the founders was in many ways a problem of their own making. These individuals did not work for Amway. They were not Amway employees. Amway and the Direct Selling Association had fought hard to make that very clear, legally.
In fact, the tools’ kingpins viewed Amway itself, the corporation, as a “hindrance,” according to Postma. “This includes even Rich and Jay. It is their feeling that Rich and Jay do not have an understanding of what it takes to build the Amway business today.”
At first, the relationship had been symbiotic: Amway manufactured the products sold to distributors, provided the compensation plan, and lent its trademark and brand reputation. In turn, the IBOs built the business, prospecting, sponsoring new recruits who bought the products. Then kept them inside with their systems of motivation, buying more, recruiting more, selling more starter kits. But that symbiosis had become unbalanced. Just as Glenn Turner had learned when he used multilevel marketing to sell motivation in Dare to Be Great, the kingpins realized that the tools system barely needed a product at all. It was much easier to produce and to market tools than expensive householding cleaning products. It’s no wonder that Yager and Britt IBOs didn’t even mention Amway in their initial pitches.
These groups may have had roots in Amway but had morphed into something not totally in the corporation’s control. They were independent organisms, unique subcultures, and they were becoming increasingly reactionary and isolationist, even for Amway. In one recording of an undated Yager speech shared online by an anonymous source years later, he threatens anyone who might want to leave his downline: “I brought you into my family, and now you want to rape my family?” Yager asks in a quiet voice. “I’m not going to let it happen.”
The founders knew they had to step in. But the burden of getting the IBOs in line really fell to DeVos, as the more visible of the pair inside and outside of Amway, with the bombast and speaking chops to rival Yager. DeVos recorded a series of cassette tapes of his own called “Directly Speaking,” sent to Amway distributors at the Direct level and above. On the first tape, DeVos read from some of the “hundreds and thousands” of letters he said he and Van Andel received after the 60 Minutes broadcast, from distributors who said they had been pressured to spend money they didn’t have on tools. “We’re asking for your help,” DeVos pleaded. “We’ve got to find a way to make a better image.” He asked that distributors pledge not to hide their involvement in Amway or invite prospects to a meeting they think is a church social, a tax lesson, or a friendly coffee. They were not to pressure anyone into buying tapes or attending rallies if they did not want to, nor were they allowed to withdraw their support of Amway IBOs who refused to plug into a line of affiliation.
The second recording was downright angry. DeVos’s tone was scolding and paternalistic—an irritated father telling his kids to quit whining and get back to work. This made sense for Amway, where distributors were called “offspring” and groups of downlines “families.” He excoriated the IBOs who were complaining that cutting back on tapes would hurt their business, and that selling Amway products was difficult. “Do I have a problem with big meetings and rallies? Lord no. I was putting on big meetings and rallies before some of you ever got out of your diapers,” DeVos snapped. “I made speeches on that stuff thirty years ago, before huge meetings. Some of you act like that’s all-new stuff. That’s not new stuff.” He mocked the Yager doctrine of “personal use” that told IBOs they didn’t have to worry about selling soap. “That’s an illegal business,” DeVos raged. “And those of you that preach it and foster it and talk about it are operating illegally.”
The internal crisis over the tools came to a head in April 1983, during a gathering at the luxurious Fontainebleau Hotel in Miami. It was a meeting of the Diamond Club, for the highest-level IBOs in the company. DeVos was not present, but other company officials were, as well as Dexter and Birdie Yager and their top downline IBOs like Doug Wead.
As evidenced by recordings of the meeting, later leaked online by an unknown source and shared on the internet, tensions were high. DeVos’s second and more strident “Directly Speaking” message seemed to have provoked a mutiny. “Why isn’t Rich DeVos here?” one Diamond demanded. “He talks to garbage men better than he talks to us,” another says. The biggest source of ire was the company’s announcement that it would be getting in on the tools business itself, producing tapes to be sold down the line. (Crucially, however, IBOs would not be able to count motivational tape purchases toward their business volume and make money off what others bought.) “The intent is not to steal business from you,” a lawyer who represented the Amway Distributor Association, a trade group for IBOs, insisted, trying to reassure them. The lawyer, who began working with IBOs in the early 1970s, tells the Diamonds the necessity of “riding the line” of the law. The company was simply trying to stay within the confines of the 1979 FTC decision in an environment where “liberals” and “pinks” had taken over state legislatures and universities, he insisted.
The recordings of the Diamond Club meeting give a rare glimpse into Amway’s tightly contained innermost echelons. The atmosphere is bizarre, more like a sit-down between capos or warlords than a corporate meeting in a hotel conference room. “This is our life too. We’ve grown up with every Diamond since the very first one. You mean a lot to us too,” an Amway employee says at one point, seeming to beg for the Diamonds’ cooperation. Yager, referenced as “Dex,” speaks rarely but with great influence, like a Don Corleone. “We’ll do whatever it takes to make it happen, as long as we can get back to having some kind of love relationship and a mutual respect and that seems to have been thrown aside by both sides,” he says. “We’re almost acting like rejected lovers.”
Most revealing are the moments in which the Diamonds openly say exactly what DeVos tried to refute so adamantly in his own tape: Amway, without the tools, doesn’t work. “There’s no money in it,” one Diamond says, referring to the Amway Plan. Doug Wead, Dexter Yager’s downline Diamond and book collaborator, is heard calling DeVos an “emperor with no clothes,” “naive” about how the company really operates. Years later, in a 2009 post on his personal blog, Wead was even more candid, writing: “I was told to follow the corporate model in order to get my required ten customers but in the process I soon found it was pretty hard selling the products. Sure, it was possible, I could sell to relatives or friends who would help me out, but I could make more money spending my time doing something else. My sponsor, who was Dexter Yager, advised me to concentrate on sponsoring, to get to a bigger level where the income would be better, and I soon found that the only way to get that going was tapes.”
The conflict spilled over into public view in May 1984, when a group of seventy-nine Amway distributors (under the plaintiff name “Cairns”), made up of couples and individuals from Ohio, Kentucky, and Indiana, filed a $120 million lawsuit against the Amway Corporation, DeVos, Van Andel, and a host of IBOs from the Yager downline including Yager and Britt. The charges included breach of contract, fraud, deceit, conspiracy, infliction of emotional distress, interference with prospective economic advantage, and racketeering. The complaint put a staggering price tag on the tape business: The suit alleged that the Yager downline the distributors had been a part of was moving 100,000 cassette tapes each month for $3.50 each, adding up to an incredible gross profit of $1,400,000 per month.
The lawsuit made another disturbing allegation: One IBO in the Yager group with the last name Siciliano, the lawsuit claimed, had been found by Amway corporate to have pressured women in his downline to engage in sexual activity with him under the guise that it was necessary for showing their support for “the Amway system.” Siciliano was reportedly terminated in response for violating the company’s code of ethics but was reinstated after appealing to the Amway Distributors Association, the trade group for IBOs. Yager, Britt, DeVos, and Van Andel sat on the board.
Amway settled out of court with the distributors for an undisclosed sum of money. But the past few years had left the company battered. In 1985, Forbes magazine declared, “Something has been going wrong at Amway Corp,” describing an ongoing “serious sales slump.” Corporate revenues were down to just $800,000 from their peak of $1.2 billion in 1981. The tribulations had evidently begun to wear on the company’s reputation and sales force. To turn things around, Van Andel and DeVos brought in Bill Nicholson, their longtime friend who had worked in Gerald Ford’s office. Nicholson had been embroiled in scandal in 1975 when it was revealed he and a colleague were going into business with Van Andel and DeVos. Nicholson announced that the company was “cleansing the sales force.” Under his guidance, Amway corporate laid off hundreds of people. In an effort to improve the company’s reputation, and perhaps make it appear more like a normal business, Nicholson decided that Amway would incorporate outside brands and more upscale offerings into its catalog, like a $250 water filtration system.
At least things were faring better for Amway on the political front. In 1984, Ronald Reagan successfully ran for a second term against Democratic presidential candidate Walter Mondale, the architect of the failed Pyramid Sales Act, who had served as Jimmy Carter’s vice president. Once again, Reagan campaigned at Amway rallies. On the Fourth of July, Amway sponsored a Beach Boys concert staged in front of the Washington Monument. (Beach Boy Mike Love was a personal friend of Richard DeVos’s son, Dick DeVos.) Nick Thimmesch, a columnist and resident journalist at the American Enterprise Institute, praised the sight of druggie rock stars jamming out in front of a giant red-white-and blue Amway sign as a symbol of a new dawn for America: “The young Americans who protested the workings of the Republic so flamboyantly 15 years ago have largely been transformed into unashamed patriots,” he crowed.
The Swinging Sixties, the Summer of Love, and the counterculture revolution had been vanquished. In fact, that same year, in 1984, famed antiwar activist Jerry Rubin, one of the cofounders of the Yippies, started a multilevel marketing company called Genesis International. In 1967 he had helped organize the Spring Mobilization to End the War in Vietnam that had so enraged Holiday Magic founder William Penn Patrick; now he was signing up recruits to buy low-sodium and low-cholesterol microwave meals. His transformation from Yippie to yuppie was inspired in part by attending Werner Erhard’s est training seminars.
Four months after the Beach Boys jammed in front of the Amway logo, Walter Mondale lost the election—badly. Van Andel and DeVos sold copies of Reagan’s rally remarks on tape to distributors for $37 a piece.
Amway did not deal with its challenge of the 1980s. If anything, they brought the tools systems in-house. Eventually the corporate name for the tools became “Business Support Materials” in the Amway handbook, which still proclaims to this day that it is against company policy for any sponsors to pressure IBOs into buying tools. The kingpins producing tools were renamed Approved Providers, and only Amway could officially sanction them. Yager was one of them. By 1995, he had built a new “bustling factory” of tapes and books in Charlotte for his tools company, InterContinental Communication Corp. of America, according to The
Charlotte Observer. He had also become one of the largest landowners in the state, having purchased $44 million worth. A former employee said Yager downline distributors would buy $200 or $300 worth of tapes at a time at functions. Sales were so great that staff would lock themselves in a conference room all day to count the cash.
Dozens of IBOs filed their own lawsuits in the years after the Cairns plaintiffs did, claiming they, too, were injured by alleged fraud and misrepresentation by Amway and the tools sellers. They said they were told they could make money in the Amway plan when in reality their uplines were making money from the tools, and the company knew it. A veteran from Washington said his military experience left him vulnerable to brainwashing. A couple from Pennsylvania launched a class action after being in Amway for nine months nearly destroyed their finances and their marriage. Another couple said they had spent $50,000 on Amway products, believing it would help their business. Many of the suits ended in settlements.
The kingpins themselves also started suing one another, too, as far back as 1986, for being cut out of the tools profits. The complaints in these cases are incredibly eye-opening. Logically, they walk an almost comical contradictory line: Because the Amway business had been deemed legal by the FTC, the Diamonds accordingly tried to settle their differences through the legal system. But in these legal complaints, they complained about being cut out of an illegal pyramid scheme. One prominent online critic later compared a disgruntled kingpin to a “drug dealer who goes to the local police station and complains that someone just broke into his house and stole his stash of crack cocaine.” In the middle of these disputes, the Amway corporation acted like an awkward mediator, often trying to squash conflicts before they could erupt into legal action. One court document dated in 2008 alleged a cloak-and-dagger negotiation between warring kingpins at a Bahamas retreat, involving Billy Zeoli, Gerald Ford’s spiritual adviser and an Amway consultant; Dexter Yager’s son Jeff Yager; and one of Richard DeVos’s sons carrying an offer in a manila envelope.
In 1997, the company adopted a new wide-ranging arbitration program that made it very difficult and expensive for IBOs to settle their issues in court, including a special provision for tools system disputes. The rest of the multilevel marketing industry followed suit, and many such clauses are widely used across MLM companies. Arbitration clauses that prohibit class actions are now not only common in many other types of independent contractor agreements, but in consumer contracts of all types, from credit cards to cell-phone plans. As a result, it is impossible to know how many Amway IBOs have had adverse experiences with the company. Lawyers at the firm Jones Keller, which frequently represents multilevel marketers, explained matter-of-factly in a 2022 article that arbitration clauses are necessary to quash dissent, “to prevent the spread of disease, if you will, throughout the network marketing ranks.” 



15
STINKIN’ THINKERS

“How lavish a lifestyle would you lead if you were the richest man on Earth?” Robin Leach asks, standing in front of the window of a skyscraper. The camera pans over acres of a palm-tree-dotted estate, the sumptuous interiors of a private jet, and the deck of a 70-million-dollar yacht. Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous, which premiered on TV in 1985, epitomized the decade of conspicuous consumption. While Leach interviewed the world’s billionaires and supermodels, Madonna sang “Material Girl,” and Wall Street’s Gordon Gekko infamously intoned “Greed is good.” On the cover of GQ, real estate scion Donald Trump posed as one of New York’s “men who take risks and make millions.” America was in the midst of a new Gilded Age.
As promised, the Reagan administration had stimulated the economy. You couldn’t watch a show like Lifestyles and not see a country swimming in cash—or parts of it, at least. Over the course of Reagan’s two terms, the wealthiest Forbes 400 saw their net worths increase three times over. Federal policy accomplished this in several ways: Financial deregulation encouraged the cutthroat tactics of corporate raiders, stock speculators, and buyout kings. Their salaries and bonuses soared. Aggressive cuts like the one Reagan had signed into law outside his ranch in cowboy boots in 1981 had lowered the top personal tax rates from 70 percent to 28.
Most of the profits, however, did not trickle down as Reagan had said they would. By 1989, CEOs made fifty-nine times more than the average worker. Welfare programs shrunk and were replaced by credit debt, student loan debt, and housing debt. The number of jobs for Americans had grown, but the nature and quality of those jobs was a point of debate. Under Reagan, low-paid, temporary work proliferated. Union membership, and the solid benefits that went along with it, declined.
Meanwhile, real estate, financial advising, advertising, fine art, and other industries catering to the elite boomed. “Less and less wealth,” the Republican commentator and writer Kevin P. Phillips wrote at the end of the decade, “was going to people who produced something.”
Unfortunately for the original pyramid pioneers, the proliferation of temp work in the new free market paradise had adverse effects. “We’re competing with traditional employers for the first time for the woman who wants to get back into the job market,” Neil Offen, then DSA president, told The New York
Times in 1985. “In the past, we got the homemaker who needed supplemental income or wanted to get out of the house. Now traditional employers use flex-time and part time and other things and we have competition for that homemaker.” Mary Kay was in a profits slump by the middle of the decade. Even Avon, the direct-selling behemoth, saw sales drop and growth slow. In 1989, Amway joined a corporate raider in a hostile takeover attempt of Avon, which sued in federal court to block their partnership. An Avon executive called Amway an “admitted criminal.”
Temporary work wasn’t the only competition for the older multilevel marketing companies. The 1980s were the fertile ground in which a new generation of MLM took root and grew like weeds. Pyramiders now had the imprimatur of the federal government to build their companies using the Amway rules, even as Amway, beset by internal strife and lawsuits, was unable to enforce the rules itself. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce estimated in 1983 that Americans were starting 140 new MLMs—per month.
One particularly fruitful territory was Utah, where Mormons, not unlike Calvinists, preached their own version of the prosperity gospel. The first Utah-based MLM, Nature’s Sunshine Products, had been around since 1972, when a distributor from Shaklee, an early Nutrilite copycat, brought the Plan to Provo from Bakersfield. Twelve years later, in 1984, three Brigham Young University students started Nu Skin, a supplement multilevel marketing company that is now one of the largest in the world, with a host of spinoffs.
Around that time, in Albany, New York, a young man named Keith Raniere dabbled in Amway. In 1990, Raniere started his own MLM, a discount “buying club” company called Consumers’ Buyline, eventually forced to shut down in 1993 after multiple states sued the company. He then started a supplement MLM called National Health Network, before settling in another venture in the 2000s: a self-development company with a multilevel compensation structure called NXIVM. In 2020, Raniere was sentenced to 120 years in prison after being convicted of charges that included racketeering, sex trafficking, forced labor conspiracy, and wire fraud—but not running a pyramid scheme.
Even Glenn Turner, the Koscot founder, got in on the action, starting a new company in Arizona in 1980 called “Challenge, Inc.,” selling the same old motivation courses he had peddled in Dare to Be Great. In 1987, he was sentenced to seven years in prison for running a pyramid scheme. He appeared in court, older, but still wearing his rhinestone American flag pin.
It may seem self-evident that MLM expanded in an era of unbridled wealth and extreme inequality. Multilevel marketing was defined by the very phenomenon Kevin Phillips described: “less and less wealth was going to people who produced something.” Multilevel marketing was an “industry” made up of entrepreneurs who produced nothing, buying products that very few Americans used or wanted. And yet their consumption was beyond conspicuous, to the point of parody. An episode of Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous is indistinguishable from Amway’s Profiles of Success, a brochure that said things like, “Now that Dave has retired from his position at the University and Mary is a full-time wife and mother, they are free to enjoy traveling. Whether it’s in their Mercedes or by yacht to St. Thomas and the Caribbean.” Or “Today Rick says, ‘We’re enjoying our third new motor home, our sixth new Cadillac, our lakeside vacation home in North Carolina, and a mountain-top retreat home in Georgia.’ ”
But it happened the other way around. The money siphoned from the millions of Americans churning in and out of Amway had helped fund the New Right political revolution that successfully made big government bad and greed good. Before that, the pyramid-selling industry, starting with Mytinger & Casselberry, and the money mystics of positive thinking had been laying the groundwork for that revolution, shaping the country around their principles. When Robin Leach asked, “How lavish a lifestyle would you lead if you were the richest man on Earth?” he was regurgitating Napoleon Hill’s principles of manifestation and visualization from Think and Grow Rich.
Now Gordan Gekko was just repeating what Dexter Yager had been pumping into cassette players. By the time Reaganomics ruled, multilevel marketing had been convincing Americans for four decades to practice this exact kind of magical thinking: Other people’s obscene wealth was going to produce wealth for everyone. No matter how the rest of us were really living.
Even the most well-oiled duplication machine can’t control every cog.
In 1982, Ruth Carter was a young single mother when she was approached by a friend about Amway. She joined, she says, mostly just to get out of the house, and to make some extra money. Carter stayed in for over a decade. She was so dedicated she moved to another part of the country to be near her upline. By the early 1990s, she took a job assisting a high-level Diamond couple in the Yager downline with their back office. Carter even traveled internationally to help her bosses open up and establish branches of their downline in new territories.
One day in 1994, Carter says she was at work in the Diamonds’ office when their bookkeeper came up to her with his face drained of color. “Their net worth is less than mine,” he whispered. The accountant had seen that the Diamonds had almost no assets; they had to spend everything on their Amway business. In fact, they were up to their eyeballs in credit card debt, despite pretending to live large. Suddenly the illusion was pierced. Carter couldn’t fathom what the accountant was claiming. “Their debt-free life was a lie,” Carter told me in 2023. “Talking about their fancy cars and their McMansion, when they had less than a middle-class working stiff.” Carter was appalled, and she began thinking about her own Amway business. Surely it was costing her more than she was making.
She began to do something that had not been possible until very recently: surf the World Wide Web looking for information about Amway. Carter had long followed the practices drilled by her uplines. No negative thinking. She had never paid attention to much in the world outside of Amway since being in the business. But the internet made it easy to do some casual research. She very quickly found a website called “Amway: The Untold Story.” It was a crude-looking page with the subtitle, “What your soap distributor doesn’t know or won’t tell you.” The site was maintained by an Oregon man named Sidney Schwartz, who had never been in Amway, but had discovered it in the early 1990s as a stay-at-home dad looking for work-from-home jobs. Schwartz became a dedicated critic. He’d written long sections on the tools system, on Amway lawsuits, on the “Directly Speaking” showdown, and there were pages and pages of comments from other users describing their experiences in Amway.
Another site she found was called “Amway Motivational Organizations: The Nightmare Builders,” written by a photographer in the art history department of the University of Minnesota named Ashley Wilkes, who had been in Amway for four years. “RATED XXX,” the landing page read. “The following material may be considered obscene by AMO-Indoctrinated Amway distributors. If your critical intelligence has been thoroughly disabled by the so-called thought reform tactics of your upline idols, do NOT enter.”
The dawn of the internet age had been a blessing for the “direct selling” industry on the whole. Riding the dot-com bubble, as it had during previous consumer trends (supplements, cosmetics, self-help), direct selling started to call itself “network marketing.” In optimistic articles, the Direct Selling Association commented on the networking marketing boom, reaffirming how its person-to-person structure was a natural fit for age of the internet. New multilevel companies positioned themselves as the wave of the future rather than as inheritors of the Yankee peddler. Nu Skin started a new company called Big Planet, using the Plan to sell web service. “I believe people who have never touched a computer before can become hugely wealthy in this business,” one distributor told The New York Times in 1998.
For the old guard, however, the internet proved to be a double-edged sword. Amway lagged behind its peers, adding e-commerce only in 1999, when it somewhat inelegantly renamed its North American brand the sci-fi sounding “Quixtar.” Up until then, IBOs were still picking up shipments of products from their sponsors in person. Quixtar was the first big move made by the next generation of the Amway families: Richard DeVos’s oldest son, Dick DeVos, whose wife was a young Calvinist named Betsy Prince, and one of Jay Van Andel’s sons, Steven Van Andel, were in charge.
For the previous twenty years, Amway could rely on its relentlessly positive tools systems to suppress dissent. Moreover, the incredibly high turnover rate endemic to the business model cleansed the bottommost ranks of distributors every year, replacing any naysayers with new converts. But the 1990s upended that already fragile stasis. Suddenly, seeds of doubt like the ones Ruth Carter was feeling could be nourished with the click of a mouse. Disillusioned IBOs could use their dial-up connection and find a trove of Amway’s “warts,” as DeVos called Amway’s scandals. People were able to easily see for themselves several chapters of unsavory debacles kept out of company lore, like the Canadian criminal indictment, books like Kerns’s and a 1985 exposé by an IBO named Stephen Butterfield, and the CBS segment on Yager. Even more dangerous, the disillusioned could find one another.
The nascent Amway-critical blogosphere was a lifeline for people like Carter, an information underground by which to escape. She reached out to Schwartz, who spearheaded an unofficial online Google group called the “Stinkin’ Thinkers Club,” reclaiming Dexter Yager’s pejorative for themselves. Ashley Wilkes was another member. Eventually, they made contact with Robert FitzPatrick, who, while still working in the graphic arts industry, was now living in his hometown of Charlotte—Yager country. FitzPatrick had been obsessively studying the MLM phenomenon in his spare time, attending Opportunity Meetings for all kinds of companies, and talking to participants. He self-published False Profits in 1996, the first ever book on MLM, which turned him into somewhat of a go-to figure for journalists and cable TV anchors. Carter eventually self-published her own exposé called Behind the Smoke and Mirrors in 1999 and started a website called MLM Survivor.
Amway may have been slow to adapt to dial-up, but it was not slow to address its online critics. The company went after Schwartz especially hard when it was revealed that he was in cahoots with one of Amway’s great foes at the time: Procter & Gamble.
Procter & Gamble, the cleaning and personal care products giant, had been doing battle with Amway since the 1970s, primarily due to a persistent rumor spread by Amway IBOs that P&G was run by Satanists (that was the supposedly the devil in the company’s moon logo). In 1995, Procter & Gamble sued Amway and a Utah-based IBO named Randy Haugen, for, the company alleged, spreading the rumor once again to thousands of his downline using AMVOX, Amway’s inter-IBO telephone voicemail system. The litigation escalated, and P&G amended its lawsuit in 1997, this time adding a charge that Amway had violated the 1970 Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations, or RICO, Act, originally adopted to combat organized crime.
During the legal battle, a P&G attorney enlisted Schwartz as a paid consultant. The company in turn provided Schwartz with more embarrassing material for his site. That’s how documents like the 1981 Postma memo and the corporate document that called the tools “The Challenge of the ’80s” found their way online. (Amway eventually hired high-profile attorney Kenneth Starr, the author of famous Starr Report that investigated President Bill Clinton in 1998, to try and appeal to the Supreme Court as a First Amendment issue. The court declined.)
Even more potentially damaging, Schwartz obtained a copy of something called the Blakey Report, a damning thirty-nine-page document written in 2001 by G. Robert Blakey, a former federal prosecutor who had drafted the RICO Act himself. Blakey had been retained by P&G to give his opinion on the operations of Amway, which he argued ran “parallel” to organized crime. Blakey’s report included a circular diagram of the twenty-four Italian Mafia families operating in the United States in 1967; on the next page, he included a diagram of the “14 families” of the “Amway enterprise.” “Common purpose,” a box of text read next to it: “Profits from legitimate industry and illegal action.” Asked in 2023 if his opinion had changed at all, Blakey told me, “Amway seems like a good business model if you have a taste for larceny.”
Amway added Schwartz to its P&G litigation, alleging that Procter & Gamble was subsidizing anti-Amway online smear campaigns. The company subpoenaed other bloggers, too, including Wilkes, attempting to get access to their computer hard drives. They also engaged in a practice known as “Google bombing,” or search engine optimization manipulation, according to the Online Journalism Review. They enlisted people to create dozens of blogs filled with positive stories and keywords so that they would appear first in search engine results.
The public nature of the legal action with Procter & Gamble and the bloggers helped bring renewed scrutiny to Amway and gave the Stinkin’ Thinkers hope, even as some of them spent thousands on legal fees. One later addition to the club was Eric Scheibeler, a formal federal auditor from Pennsylvania, who bought every tape, read every book, and attended every seminar and rally after joining Amway with his wife in 1989. Within a few years, Scheibeler quit his day job in an outlandish ceremony—his family picked him up from his office in a white limousine that was waiting at the end of a red carpet surrounded by throngs of his downline. Later, during a celebration in his front yard, he fired a shotgun at his alarm clock to symbolize leaving the nine-to-five life behind. The Scheibelers eventually recruited thousands of people into their downline, some as far away as the Philippines.
In reality, after a decade, Scheibeler never made more than a few thousand dollars in profit from his Amway business. He eventually racked up tens of thousands of dollars in debt. Slowly, he began to learn that others in his organization were putting up a similar front about the viability of their businesses, and concealing debt, divorces, addictions, and other hardships.
When his dire financial situation became impossible to ignore, Scheibeler begged for counsel from his uplines, high-level sponsors directly under Dexter Yager. He was rebuffed, and he began letting the negative in, which is how he wound up reading about the tools business on the internet. He was shocked to learn how much money the tools made for the upline Crowns and Diamonds. Scheibeler had risen high enough himself to receive a small cut of the tools, he wrote. But the system was presented to him by his uplines as something that generated just enough money to cover the cost of production. When he tried to tell others in his organization what he learned, Scheibeler claimed to be the subject of a smear campaign by his uplines, who spread rumors that he was an alcoholic, a gambling addict, and a drug addict. A high-up Diamond pointedly bragged to Scheibeler, he alleged, that he carried a gun and would use it on anyone who was disloyal to his upline sponsor. After years of agonizing, Scheibeler stopped being an active IBO in 1999. He was eventually treated by Steve Hassan, a cult expert and deprogrammer who had been a member of the Moonies.
Scheibeler was not just afraid of speaking out against Amway and the Yager organization because of threats and harassment from other IBOs. By that point, Yager himself was an influential figure in the Republican Party. In 1994, after Amway Corp. gave the Republican National Committee its largest ever donation in history, $2.5 million for a new broadcasting center at party headquarters, Republicans swept the House and Senate. Four of those Republicans were active Amway distributors: Dick Chrysler from Michigan, Jon Christensen from Nebraska, Richard Pombo from California, and Sue Myrick from North Carolina. Myrick had been the subject of heavy fundraising by the extended Yager family and downline. According to reporters at Mother Jones, who analyzed Federal Election Commission records, Amway IBOs may have accounted for half of Myrick’s total campaign fundraising. During that election year, Yager had also reportedly used the AMVOX voicemail system to say that Bill Clinton’s 1993 inauguration speech was a “New Age pagan ritual.”
In April 1997, the Amway caucus came in handy when it helped the company achieve an enormous payday. Richard DeVos and his wife, Helen, each gave the GOP another $500 million. Shortly after, Congress voted through a tax bill with a special provision that would grant Amway a tax break on the profits from its Asian subsidiaries. In the end, Amway got its bill reduced by $283 million.
Scheibeler initially published his 2004 memoir Merchants of Deception under a pseudonym, but he went public the same year in a Dateline segment on Amway. Though it aired twenty years after Mike Wallace’s CBS investigation, the Dateline segment tread the same familiar ground: Disillusioned Amway believer leaves group, exposes the tools business, and says it’s a cult. TV investigation follows. Like Wallace before him, reporter Chris Hansen compared a coliseum function to an “old fashioned revival meeting.” Thousands of assembled IBOs intoned “Freedom! Flush that stinkin job!” in a deep-throated chant and pounded their chests. Speakers in tuxedos screamed about the best opportunity in the world. To get the footage, the Dateline producers had actually signed up as IBOs undercover in New Jersey before taking a fourteen-hour bus ride to Spring Leadership Conference in Greenville, South Carolina, where Bill Britt was onstage. Scheibeler, who shared home video of the quitting ceremony in which he shot his own clock, confessed that in his best year, he made $34,000. But the segment ended with the same conclusion Wallace’s had, at the same place where most media stories landed: Amway was strange, even predatory, but it was legal.
“We were very optimistic for a while, when the internet got together,” Ruth Carter said in 2023. But Amway’s legal pressure on the Stinkin’ Thinkers took the momentum out of the movement. Carter spent over $10,000 on legal fees to fight off the subpoenas from Amway for her hard drive. Though an appeals court affirmed in 2003 that Schwartz was protected by Michigan’s fair reporting privilege statute, Schwartz took down his website as part of his settlement with Amway. Wilkes and Carter also took down their sites. Many of the blogs only exist as ghosts in “mirror” versions created by supporters and on internet archive services. Carter lives in fear that her real name will be exposed. Meanwhile, Scheibeler was sued by Amway in 2006 for defamation, and eventually settled. He remains subject to the nondisparagement agreement he signed with Amway and declined to speak to me.
Michael Laminack remembers the voice of Dexter Yager. When his parents, John and Alison Laminack, joined Amway as part of a Yager downline in Midland, Texas, in the early 1990s, when Michael was a little kid, they quickly got on the books, tapes, and functions program, so much that Yager tapes were playing in their Lincoln and in their mobile home around the clock. The Laminacks were Baptist fundamentalists, and Amway appealed to the home life they wanted, with Alison at home taking care of the kids. John was more susceptible to the pitch, however, than Alison. He had a struggling auto body business. But he came back from his first function having shaved his beard, feeling totally convinced Amway was going to make him a successful man. Alison was more skeptical, especially as it became clear how much they were spending on the books, tapes, and functions, as well as Amway products, and how much time they had to spend away from their two boys. Eventually, their organization in Midland fell apart—because one of their uplines discovered how much the Diamonds above him were making on tools. The upline had become enraged and told all his distributors that they were running a scam. The Laminacks ended up filing for bankruptcy. They still have piles of tapes in their garage.
“When I was recruiting, I couldn’t get anybody above me to actually help me,” John told me on the phone in 2023, from his auto shop, where he says he still struggles to make a living. “I physically couldn’t get in the car and go recruit people,” he said. It was too hard to spread the gospel of Amway when it wasn’t working for his own family. But even now, despite knowing it was the tools business that was making money and that his uplines conscripted him under false pretenses, John still blames himself for failing in Amway. He credits the experience with some kind of longer-lasting shift in how he sees himself and his abilities. “I wanted to be successful at it,” he told me. “When I couldn’t do it, I forced myself to stop wanting anything.”
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MONIQUE
YEAR: 2019
RANK: Sales Director in Qualification
TIME IN MARY KAY COSMETICS: 5 years and 10 months
MONEY SPENT: $68,100
God finally seemed to bless Monique’s efforts more than five whole years into Mary Kay, when she recruited a girl named Harmony. Harmony’s husband was in construction and made good money. Harmony understood that if she recruited new consultants, fast, she would avail herself of the network of higher bonuses and commissions in the compensation plan. She quickly recruited seven people, but not all of them wanted to actually become Mary Kay consultants. So Harmony got several of them to give her their Social Security numbers and other relevant personal information. Then she could set them up as consultants and pay for their wholesale orders using her own credit card. Monique was worried that the company would see that all these new recruits were using the same financial information, but no one never said a word.
Suddenly Harmony’s industriousness had propelled Monique into eligibility for an elite status: Sales Director in Qualification, or DIQ. With more than eight consultants under her, Monique could now enter her DIQ period, what women in Mary Kay call the “hamster wheel.” Once a consultant becomes a DIQ, she has three months during which she must fulfill all the qualifications to become a become a real Director. The requirements are incredibly arduous: She must personally send in a minimum of $4,000 in wholesale orders from her personal team of recruits for each of the three months. (In her whole unit, including the recruits of her recruits, there must be a minimum of twenty-four people, including herself, and they all must spend $13,500 collectively during the whole DIQ period. Only $3,000 of this total can come from her directly. If she misses any of these goals during one of the months, she fails her qualification, and the clock starts over.
It’s common for a consultant to get on and off the DIQ hamster wheel for years before she ever becomes a Sales Director. But it not only produces enormous pressure on her; it forces her to pass that pressure downward. By orienting the qualifications to her whole downline, the consultant pushing to become a Director has to push others. She has to find other women willing to do exactly what she has been doing: hustling constantly, doing whatever creative math she can to make minimum commitments, recruiting massively. Duplicate herself.
Monique called everyone she knew to tell them she needed their help. She sent Facebook messages to friends she had served with overseas and hadn’t spoken to in years. And she would do the same thing as Harmony when she fell short and needed to get around the requirements. When her recruits couldn’t or wouldn’t order enough, she simply charged Mary Kay orders for her downline to her own credit card. The company never cared. As Monique pushed, Linette, her upline, used her as a shining example of the Mary Kay Way at recruiting meetings, saying Monique had used her earnings to buy her own two-bedroom house on a quiet street in Tallahassee, with room for a Mary Kay office, despite knowing that Monique had gotten her mortgage with a VA loan. Same with her MBA degree, which Monique had completed in 2016, also with funding from the VA.
Monique finally became an Independent Sales Director in November 2019. She had spent more than $50,000 on her Mary Kay business over the last nearly six years—though at the time she had no idea it was that much. Mary Kay had warped her sense of the normal inputs that go into balancing a checkbook, let alone running a business. She thought of all the products sitting in her spare room not as purchases, but as future sales. She did not add the charges up. She ignored the unpaid bills and credit card debt in favor of focusing on the horizon, which Linette and everyone else in Mary Kay promised would be bright if she just kept going.
Soon after becoming an official Sales Director, Monique got to go to Dallas for what was called her “director education training.” She had to pay for her own airfare from Tallahassee and for her hotel. But she got—complimentary, this time—her special limited-edition Director’s jacket: 2019’s was an understated black woven suit jacket with shimmery silver thread. She and her fellow directors were driven by bus to the Mary Kay corporate headquarters in the suburb of Addison, about fifteen minutes from downtown Dallas.
“This was probably the best part of all of it,” Monique told me about walking through the doors of Mary Kay corporate. As she entered, Mary Kay employees came to the windows and balconies of every floor above the lobby’s central atrium, cheering, clapping, and shaking gold and pink Mary Kay pom-poms for the new Directors, who were ushered under an archway made of black and pink balloons. “Great job,” the employees said as Monique walked by. “Congratulations!” She took a video on her phone as she walked through, her camera shaking. You can hear her sobbing in the background of the footage. “Oh my god,” she repeats, over and over. She had never been shown so much love all at once. “Thirteen floors of people and they’re all just cheering for you,” Monique said, recalling the moment. “They’ve all got pom-poms and it’s just, like, that’s what I’ve been waiting for. It made it worth it.”
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NETWORK MARKETING LIBERATES THE WORLD

One beauty consultant was a surgeon in St. Petersburg who heard about Mary Kay from a patient recovering in her hospital bed. Within three months of joining, the surgeon was making thirty times her salary, she claimed. Another Russian woman gave up her career in engineering to become a beauty consultant after she saw an ad for Mary Kay in Working Woman magazine. Yet another was a former chemical researcher who made $30,000 in sales her first four months. The cotton-candy-pink Mary Kay office in Moscow, across the square from the former headquarters of the KGB, was filled with consultants who had come from as far away as Siberia to pick up their Mary Kay products. By 1996, Mary Kay Cosmetics claimed to have made $25 million from newly minted saleswomen in the former Soviet Union. Their stories were spread by an eager international press.
As long as American authorities have attempted to regulate pyramid schemes, they have argued that a pyramid’s structure necessitates its own demise, that collapse is inherent in the exponential mathematics involved in a chain-selling business. But in the 1990s and 2000s, the companies that started what was once called pyramid selling forty years earlier had not collapsed at all. In fact, the opposite phenomenon occurred: They conquered the world, invading countries with enormous populations in which multilevel marketing had never operated, like Russia, China, and India.
If pyramid schemes must inevitably collapse, and if some of the oldest MLM companies still exist all over the world, surely they can’t be pyramid schemes. This sentiment bubbles on Reddit pages, in the comments section of YouTube videos, and in Instagram reels. “You can’t fool people for FIFTY years, man!!!” writes one person on mlmblog.net.
But MLM has evolved in a much more chaotic fashion than predicted, by both regulators and the first wave of pyramid sellers who promised unlimited profits and never-ending chains. In 2021, FTC economists released a paper reevaluating the agency’s long-held framing of the life of a pyramid scheme in terms of rapid expansion, saturation, and collapse. This antiquated model assumes that early recruits bring in new participants with relative ease compared to those who join later, they wrote. In reality, recruiting is likely to be hard for some people right off the bat, no matter how early they join. “Participants at every stage may routinely fail,” the economists argued. In that case, the pyramid is never expanding as fully and as exponentially as it could in theory. New downlines are constantly forming and breaking. Most of the participants can fail without causing total collapse. The failure rate means that the scheme can actually sustain itself over a long time—if just enough recruiting is happening to keep it going.
This more nuanced picture of a pyramid scheme has blurrier rather than neat edges. It is a kind of multiheaded hydra, rising and falling chains within a larger amorphous organism, heavy on the bottom and narrow at the top. Avoiding collapse, such a scheme could theoretically survive as long as there are new chains building every day, in as many new sites as possible, even if most of them eventually stop growing. Especially if it had been deemed legal by the most powerful government in the world. Indeed, this model of survival highly resembles the way multilevel marketing went international, then global as the twentieth century turned into the twenty-first.
In his opinion on Amway in 1979, Judge Timony predicted that the exploding population of the United States would be enough to sustain the growth of “direct selling.” But multimarketers had already expanded across international borders by then. They did so almost as soon as they could: Nutri-Bio opened its Canada offices the same year Amway did, in 1962. Amway arrived in Australia in 1971. By the time his company Koscot Interplanetary folded in 1973, Glenn Turner was the subject of inquiries in the United Kingdom and West Germany, and in subsidiaries all over Western Europe. After that, MLM’s international trajectory generally followed the path of American influence abroad. Wherever the United States turned its economic and military might next, opening up new fledgling markets and new consumers, multilevel marketing followed. Early openings in Asia included Japan and Hong Kong. In 1978, twelve companies founded the World Federation of Direct Selling Associations, a kind of United Nations of MLM.
Jay Van Andel had long concerned himself with promoting the company’s domestic interests via his roles in various influential groups like the Chamber of Commerce and the Heritage Foundation. In 1983, he helped the Reagan administration create an under-the-radar organization called the National Endowment for Democracy, or NED. NED was intended to channel millions of taxpayer dollars toward advancing American democracy in places like Afghanistan, Nicaragua, and Northern Ireland during the Cold War, in an effort to assist publicly with what was also being done via subterfuge, regime change, and covert ops: maintain American hegemony. “A lot of what we do today was done covertly 25 years ago by the CIA,” Allen Weinstein, one of the other cofounders of NED, told The
Washington Post in 1991. Van Andel was appointed by Reagan as NED’s first director in 1984, a few months after Amway pleaded guilty to criminal charges in Canada. Despite the “public” nature of the organization’s operations, in 1985, The New York Times reported that donations to the endowment had been secretly used to meddle in elections in France and Panama.
As NED and the CIA helped open governments up to American-style democracy and private enterprise, covertly and semicovertly, Amway was there every time to sell these values out loud. The company doubled the number of countries in which it operated from ten to twenty over the course of the 1980s—just as, at home, economic changes during the Reagan era gave Americans other options for temporary work, and older direct-selling firms stagnated. Several of these new territories were formerly part of the Soviet Union: After the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, new IBOs lined up for Amway’s red, white, and blue boxes of product at its warehouses in Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and formerly East Germany. Mary Kay and other multilevel marketing companies followed suit, with women in media stories gushing over the money they were making as saleswomen under capitalism, in comparison to their former professional careers in the state-run economy. The sight of them driving their company cars (BMWs in Russia, not Cadillacs) were symbols of the triumph of the MLM industry’s long-standing anticommunist and antisocialist politics.
Already by 1990, more than half of Amway’s business came from overseas operations in forty countries. The expansion was directly in line with the free trade agenda of President George H.W. Bush, whom DeVos and Van Andel backed as Republican Party bigwigs in 1988 and again in 1992. Bush hired Yager Diamond Doug Wead as a White House aide. At the end of his term, Bush finalized the North American Free Trade Agreement. Detractors saw the legislation as the culmination of decades of disinvestment in American industrial capacity, and a death knell for labor unions. For exporters like Amway and other MLMs, the agreement was a triumph—and it dramatically lowered their tax bills in Mexico. Direct selling had started to move into Central and South America in the late 1980s and stood to benefit from trade liberalization.
If the founders worried they had lost a major ally when Democrat Bill Clinton defeated Bush in 1992, they needn’t have. (Bush got a small consolation prize in the form of $100,000 to speak at an Amway convention not long after losing.) By then, free market politics had become solidly bipartisan. Rather than antagonistic to the Amway way, Clinton sounded a lot like DeVos or Van Andel on an Amway stage. “Trickle-down economics has sure failed,” he said in his 1992 Democratic nomination acceptance speech—but “there is not a program in government for every problem.” He helped push NAFTA through Congress, then passed legislation that deregulated the banking and telecom industries. By 1996, the year he was reelected, Clinton famously declared that “the era of big government” was over.
The Direct Selling Association had donated to both parties that year. After his win, Clinton himself recorded a video for DSA members, who he praised as “part of a global movement that promotes enterprise and rewards individual initiative.”
By the end of the 1990s, there were more than three times as many “direct selling” representatives internationally than in the United States. MLM could be found not just in burgeoning cosmopolitan centers but in slums and rural villages. As it had in the United States, American media presented stories of new recruits in direct selling who were transforming their circumstances through entrepreneurial spirit. Major outlets ran the same bemused story on Avon and Mary Kay ladies in Brazil, braving piranha-infested creeks in canoes to sell face cream. Richard Lesher, the president of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and a close ally of Jay Van Andel, sat for an interview with Success magazine. “Freedom!” the headline read. “Network Marketing Liberates the World.”
Not all foreign governments received MLM’s benevolence with happy theme park smiles, waving little flags. Multilevel marketing arrived in China in 1995, eighty years after the country had so enticed Carl Rehnborg that he nearly died trying to sell condensed milk to a population that was largely lactose intolerant. It remained the ultimate untapped territory: China had been slowly but steadily increasing private industry and foreign trade since the early 1980s. It had a population of 1.2 billion, and an exploding middle class. When Amway opened its first factory in Guangzhou, celebratory articles explained that the Chinese culture of guanxi, which emphasizes the importance of networks of social relationships, resonated perfectly with direct selling’s ethos of “sharing” the business with friends and family. Within three years, Amway had 80,000 Chinese IBOs and had sold $178 million worth of products to them.
But China was engulfed by the same kind of MLM gold rush that overtook the United States in the days of Glenn Turner and Holiday Magic. Many homegrown outfits cropped up, copying the new method, and a rash of blatant pyramid schemes threw cities into chaos. The landscape quickly began to mirror the one from the U.S. in the 1970s: The government attempted to distinguish single-level programs (like Avon) from multilevel ones (like Amway and Mary Kay), but it was too slow to prevent mass confusion. Authorities tried to slow the growth by doling out licenses to a select few single-level companies. But by the end of 1995, forty-one MLMs were already in operation on Chinese soil.
As their numbers grew, the reputation of multilevel marketers in the country quickly soured, eventually earning them an unsavory term: laoshuhui, or “rat societies.” It was not just that the new multilevel industry seemed to have ushered in many fraudulent schemes with it; the revivalist, quasi-religious style of the motivation and training meetings imported from America’s evangelical church basements was considered foreign, and possibly dangerous, in Communist China. Even the amount of hugging at meetings was deemed excessive. “Some companies engaged in evil missionary teaching, gang activity and superstition,” the Communist Party newspaper People’s Daily said. “They formed sellers into ‘families.’ Even if the salesmen were not religious believers, it was like being trained for illegal religious activities.”
On April 21, 1998, the Chinese government banned direct selling outright, in a directive that accused MLM of fostering “weird cults, triads, superstitious groups and hooliganism.” The decision caused riots in two cities in Hunan Province that left ten people dead.
The American DSA member companies were outraged that they had been included in China’s policy targeting pyramid schemes, which they insisted they were not. Just a few days after the ban, U.S. Trade Representative Charlene Barshefsky, who happened to be in Beijing ahead of a state visit by Clinton, formally asked Chinese government officials in a meeting to exempt the American companies. “The ban has effectively shut down legitimate operations,” she said in a press conference. “I hope that the Chinese come around quickly to that view.” Amway was already the largest MLM operating in China, and its leadership made it clear that they were in direct conversation with the Clinton administration over the issue.
In July, after President Clinton’s trip to China had concluded, the big American DSA companies successfully negotiated their own special allowance. They would be allowed to resume operations, but they had to turn their distribution centers into retail stores. They could employ their door-to-door salespeople, but they had to work on a straight commission, with no bonuses from recruiting.
It took years for China to finalize its official rules on MLM. In the interim, Amway, Nu Skin, Mary Kay, Tupperware, and Avon spent millions on an international lobbying effort. Amway enlisted Richard Holwill, a former Ambassador to Ecuador under George H.W. Bush. In 2002, to foster even more goodwill, the company started a partnership with the Harvard Kennedy Business School, in which Chinese Community Party officials selected as “Amway fellows” could study for a few weeks in Cambridge and take a trip to Amway headquarters in Ada. It cost $1 million a year. (According to Robert FitzPatrick, Harvard abandoned the program sometime before 2017.)
When China announced its regulations on direct selling in 2005, they again banned MLM and legalized only single-level, traditional direct selling, with strict rules on what distributors could promise new participants. The DSA members received their licenses and claimed to be committed to modifying the core of their business models. By 2013, China was Mary Kay’s largest market. In 2014, Amway began unveiling massive, state-of-the-art “experience centers” across the country, including in Beijing, where visitors can visit with the a bronze statue of Carl Rehnborg.
There is persistent evidence, however, that American MLM companies have never strictly adhered to the multilevel ban in China. In 2014, the government opened a probe into Nu Skin for operating a “suspected illegal pyramid scheme,” after a report in a Communist Party newspaper claimed that distributors were running an MLM. The company was ultimately fined $540,000 for illegal product sales and for misleading consumers. In 2018, New York Times reporters allegedly attended an Amway opportunity event in which an IBO promised participants they could earn money off recruits. Elsewhere, in a city called Lanzhou, a group of former distributors accused an Amway IBO couple of extortion for pressuring them to buy more Amway products than they could reasonably sell. Their complaints were sent to law enforcement, but the case stalled, according to the Times. A local reporter for a state news channel said that they had been directed by a CCP official not to report on the former IBO’s accusations. The official had been a Harvard Amway fellow. (Amway said the company had not been officially charged with anything and had punished offending distributors.)
A Chinese law professor quoted in the Times said that direct-selling regulations remained “a gray area”: “The majority of these direct-selling companies are right on the edge. If they were to completely follow the law, there would be no market at all.”
Violations of China’s regulations by American direct sellers are often the subject of legal action in the United States, as the American owners of their Chinese subsidiaries are held liable under the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act. The FCPA enables the SEC to go after direct sellers for bribing officials who police direct selling. In 2014, the agency found Avon in China had paid “$8 million worth of payments in cash, gifts, travel, and entertainment to gain access to Chinese officials implementing and overseeing direct selling regulations.” Nu Skin was warned by Chinese authorities that they were being investigated for running a pyramid scheme in 2014 and investigated by the SEC in 2016 for paying a $154,000 bribe to a Chinese Communist Party official.
Chinese critics of MLM have worried that importing American “direct selling” into the country unleashed a scourge that can never be eradicated, one that has only been worsening in recent years with China’s economic slowdown. One scheme called Kindness Exchange shut down in 2017 was said to have enrolled 5 million people. There continues to be a rash of homegrown multilevel companies that openly operate in China as organized crime, using violent tactics like kidnapping and armed threats when coercing recruits into joining. The government calls them “business cults.”
“I marvel at the fact that Amway even operates today in China and Russia, once considered forever cut off from the free world by the Bamboo and Iron Curtains,” Rich DeVos wrote in his 2014 memoir. “Promoting our entrepreneurial way of business in these countries had been unthinkable just a few years prior.” As it had with the housewives of the United States, the multilevel marketing industry claimed to have liberated a new population of salespeople with unlimited opportunity. Once again, it seems like the opposite is true: Marching across the world helped save MLM and bankrupted millions in the process. In 2008, when the United Kingdom tried to force Amway into “compulsory liquidation,” a yearlong investigation found that a significant majority of participants in the country lost money. A judge dismissed the case, allowing the company instead to make some tweaks. But the proceedings revealed that Amway’s UK business operated at a loss from 2000 to 2005 and was financed by Amway Europe—which in turn was kept afloat by its dividends from Amway Korea. The lower the GDP, the more each country was paying to keep Amway operating.
The British authorities’ case had focused on Dexter Yager acolyte Bill Britt’s downline tools business, Britt World Wide. The exact size and breadth of any given Amway downline across international lines is unknown given that Line of Sponsorship data is closely guarded. Amway’s Approved Providers of tools like Britt World Wide have hundreds of thousands, possibly millions of people purchasing monthly and yearly subscriptions to apps, audio recordings, and attending functions. According to an unofficial AmwayWiki site, Britt once boasted of achieving the highest compensation rank in the plan, Founders Crown, in India without ever having set foot there.
Britt World Wide and Amway were sued in India by the government’s Enforcement Directorate as recently as 2022 for possibly “running a pyramid fraud in the guise of direct selling multi-level marketing network.” As of 2024, the case was ongoing. One legal officer who had been involved in looking into Amway for years said he knew of a village full of people that had lost their money, as nearly every member had signed up to become an IBO and purchase boxes of Amway car wash liquid. According to the officer, not one villager even owned a car.
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LOSE WEIGHT NOW, ASK ME HOW

The shake shop looked like a shake shop—almost. It resembled a shake shop. On a side street under the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, on a sunny autumn morning in 2024, a folding sign next to a small table and two chairs advertised healthy drinks. Inside was a tidy, bright space. Behind the counter, a set of colorful screens showed options like a “Lemon Pound Cake” smoothie and a “Boss Babe” energy tea. Another sign told me to ask about a collagen wellness shot. I chose a peanut butter protein shake for $9. I paid at the register. I received my shake, which tasted sweet and chalky.
But I hadn’t visited a shake shop. Technically, I hadn’t even been in a retail store—I was in something called a “Nutrition Club.” The place looked and operated almost entirely like a regular business, and nothing would have told me otherwise. Unless I happened to notice the brand name on the packaging in a display case that greeted me at the front of the little storefront: “Herbalife.”
Then I might notice some other unique aspects of the store (which was not supposed to be a store), like the fact that there were no prices on the screen, only on the laminated menu sitting on the counter. Or how when I looked up “Herbalife” on the map in my phone there were a dozen establishments with similarly vague names—“Team Nutrition,” “Energy Spot”—within just a few miles, way more locations than any Starbucks or Dunkin’ Donuts. I might find out that this club was supposed to be, according to Herbalife, invitation only and “not open to the public.” And if I were to look up Herbalife, I would see that it is not a brand of health food stores, as one might assume, but one of the world’s most well-known multilevel marketing companies. Despite the fact that the Nutrition Clubs seemed to do almost everything possible to avoid saying so.
The woman behind the counter was polite and friendly but she didn’t say much as she made my shake and took my money at the register. She spoke Spanish and only a little English. I asked her what Herbalife was—did Herbalife own the store? No, she told me, a group of independent people did. They sold Herbalife products. She told me to come back another time when another distributor could tell me more about it.
But how, I asked her, does Herbalife work?
“It’s chains,” she said.
Herbalife, the nutrition company from Los Angeles, was founded in 1980, one year after the Amway decision. It was the brainchild of a man named Mark Hughes, a charming showman with a rough background. He claimed he grew up in a poor neighborhood of LA County, mostly with his grandparents. His mother’s fate inspired his business: Plagued by being overweight, she took prescription drugs to curb her appetite, became addicted to sleeping pills she took to counteract them, and eventually died of an overdose when Hughes was a child. These details were later revealed to be amplified for dramatic effect: Hughes had a relatively middle-class upbringing; his mother didn’t have a weight problem, Hughes’s father told the Los Angeles Times, and, according to him, she overdosed on pain killers.
It was true that Hughes’s mother’s death had set him on a dark path, during which he spent years at CEDU, a home for troubled youth started by a former sponsor at Synanon. Synanon was a Santa Monica addiction center that became notorious for a confrontational type of large-group awareness training called “attack therapy” not unlike William Penn Patrick’s Leadership Dynamics Institute. Hughes was an awkward though handsome teenager and discovered a talent for schmoozing. He was a natural-born salesman, everyone who knew him said. He once persuaded then–Governor Ronald Reagan to donate $500 to the school during a trip to the state capital.
After CEDU, Hughes was taught the Plan by some of the pyramid industry’s best and brightest: In 1979, he joined a multilevel company in Los Angeles called Golden Youth, started by Larry Huff, a former Holiday Magic and Bestline promoter who had been permanently banned by the State of California from operating a chain-selling scheme since 1976. Hughes brought on Larry Thompson, one of Huff’s protégés, to start his own company perfectly timed for the rise of fad dieting: Herbalife, which promised ten pounds of weight loss in thirty days with its supplements.
Eventually, Thompson and Hughes also brought in Jim Rohn, evangelical preacher and former Nutri-Bio Canada VP who had run Opportunity Meetings at Bestline with Huff. (Rohn, too, had been banned from participating in chain selling in California after Bestline.) Rohn had continued building his name on the MLM-adjacent positive thinking circuit, giving success talks and selling his own program called “Adventures in Achievement.” He was eventually dubbed Herbalife’s “International Business Philosopher.”
One of Rohn’s protégés was a young high school dropout named Anthony “Tony” Robbins, who attended one of Rohn’s success seminars, then started working for him in the early 1980s. Robbins combined Rohn’s techniques with a process called Neuro-Linguistic Programming, or “NLP,” a pseudoscientific method that mixes hypnotism, self-help, and psychology, into his own brand of motivation. Robbins would become one of the wealthiest self-help gurus of all time. Like his mentor, he initially packaged his seminars as a franchise opportunity, selling “exclusive” rights to distribute his videotapes for $16,000. In 1991, Robbins was sued by multiple franchisees and accused of running a pyramid scheme. (One of the franchises was allegedly in the same office park as one of NXIVM founder Keith Raniere’s failed multilevel companies, and Raniere, seeing Robbins’s success, was inspired to start his motivation company.)
Herbalife pushed not just its products but the lifestyle that could be had by taking them. Distributors were selling Los Angeles itself. People in Nebraska and Ontario could be skinny, healthy, and rich, just like the hot young things of Venice and Santa Monica. The company was huge on motivation, broadcasting its rallies as infomercials on the new USA cable network. And Hughes was Herbalife’s smiling, suntanned game-show host, with his Hasselhoff-ian good looks and thick brown hair, skin glowing orange as he revved up the crowd. The Herbalife brand of positive thinking wasn’t conservative or Jesus-y—it was firmly pop self-help, more Oprah than Billy Graham. Instead of Dexter Yager’s Bible thumping and hard talk, Hughes preached the gospel of the self. He would tear up onstage talking about how he, a high school dropout, had turned his life around. “You gotta work on yourself every single day that’s your biggest job in Herbalife,” he said. Conspicuous consumption was on full display at Herbalife’s version of functions, called “extravaganzas,” where everyone wanted to be rich. At one, a helicopter carrying a tuxedo-clad Hughes was craned into the Atlanta Superdome while fireworks burst in the background.
By 1985, Herbalife’s genius “Lose Weight Now—Ask Me How!” buttons were ubiquitous from San Diego to San Francisco. Hughes, only twenty-nine, had bought a Bel-Air mansion and married a beauty queen. The company said it had made $500 million in five years. But Herbalife’s compensation plan was not exactly Amway-rules friendly. You could reach the level of “Supervisor” with a purchase of $4,000 worth of product in one month, reminiscent of Holiday Magic’s “buy-in” levels (the kind of official policies Amway astutely avoided). In March of 1985, the California AG filed a civil suit trying to bar Herbalife from operating what they said was a chain-selling scheme. It was clear, the government’s complaint said, that Herbalife participants make money “without regard to whether any retail sales are made by them,” violating the Koscot test.
In May, Hughes was hauled in front of a Senate subcommittee investigating weight reduction products. The subcommittee claimed that four people had died while they were taking Herbalife supplements, which contained two potentially dangerous substances, pokeroot and mandrake. (The master scientist behind the products had a degree from a nonaccredited correspondence school in Huntington Beach.) Under oath, Hughes insulted the nutrition experts assembled by the Senate the previous day. “If they’re such experts in weight loss, why were they so fat?” he challenged.
Herbalife settled with the State of California for $850,000, without admitting any wrongdoing. A year later, the company was charged again, this time in Canada, with operating a pyramid scheme. In what was becoming somewhat of a pattern, Herbalife pleaded guilty and was fined $8,000 but did not shut down. Its legal troubles coincided with a dip in revenue and a round of layoffs.
But the slump was only brief. In the late 1980s, Herbalife, like its peers across the direct-selling industry, focused on a growth tactic to combat waning American revenue: international expansion. A distributor named Jorge Vergara Madrigal became one of the first Herbalife distributors in Mexico in 1989, and built a booming business in Central America. (Vergara started his own copy of Herbalife in Mexico, Omnilife, in 1991.) By 1993, Forbes declared, “Mark Hughes is back.” Sales in 1992 jumped up to $405 million from $42 million the year before. “Herbalife is a big success story in pyramid schemes,” the magazine said. Between then and 1996, Herbalife opened in twenty-three more countries, including Argentina, Brazil, and the former Soviet Union. (In 1997, a group of Arizona distributors sued Hughes for allegedly suspending their businesses unfairly—even after the company had conscripted one of them to liaise with the Russian Mafia when Herbalife opened there.) Herbalife was one of the major DSA companies that opened in China before the direct-selling ban in 1998.
Meanwhile, Hughes continued to flaunt his Robin Leach–approved lifestyle. He was building a megamansion high above Beverly Hills with his fourth wife, also a beauty queen, that would include a man-made lake. He had a 150-foot yacht called Shamwari. Once, during a party sail on the Mediterranean with Pamela Anderson and Tommy Lee in attendance, the Shamwari was out of Cristal champagne, according to a colleague of Hughes. “He said, no, just go throughout the whole South of France,” the colleague told Details magazine. “Use a helicopter, go out and find every bottle Cristal you can find.”
The party stopped suddenly when Hughes was found dead on the morning of May 21, 2000, in the bedroom of his Malibu beach house, having overdosed after a four-day drinking binge. The shining example of Herbalife’s power to transform broken human beings into the picture of health had been unable to heal from his own demons.
Hughes’s death sent the company and its millions of distributors into deep mourning. It prompted a wave of negative media stories about Herbalife’s future. But less ten years later, Herbalife was bigger than ever. The company’s name was emblazoned on the jersey of one of the most famous men, David Beckham, when the company inked a partnership with the LA Galaxy, Beckham’s team, in 2007. The deal was worth a reported $4 to $5 million annually, a drop in the bucket for company’s profits; by 2011, it hit a record $3.5 billion in “sales.” Herbalife had younger, fitter distributors they called “Generation H,” who weren’t just interested in weight loss but in “total nutrition and fitness,” Michael Johnson, the company’s CEO, said on an earnings conference call for Herbalife shareholders. They were on the vanguard of a new trend, a category called “wellness.” Sales had surged by a third in Asia and in South and Central America; even in North America, distributors were up by 5 percent. Never mind that also in 2011, a Belgian court declared Herbalife a pyramid scheme. The ruling was overturned two years later.
Starting around 2008, the company had enlisted former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright as a consultant and brand ambassador, for which her firm received around $10 million. The New York
Post claimed Albright had been particularly useful in helping to secure the company’s direct selling licenses in China. “Herbalife is a very democratic company,” Albright said in a promo video. A decade later, in 2019, the SEC charged Herbalife with violating Chinese direct-selling regulations by operating “a very similar compensation model in China to the one it employed in every other country.” Herbalife had allegedly devised an elaborate system to appear compliant while paying commissions based on recruiting, entering sponsors’ details into new distributor paperwork as their “emergency contacts.” Two weeks after Herbalife and the SEC settled with a $20 million fine, the Department of Justice indicted two former Herbalife China executives for bribing Chinese officials.
Johnson, as a former Disney executive, played a major role in Herbalife’s public growing up. He joined the company in 2003, a year after two private equity firms acquired Herbalife in the wake of Hughes’s passing. (They took the company public on the New York Stock Exchange in 2004, and the stock value had more than doubled by 2007.) Johnson was a triathlete with a politician’s clean-cut looks—his corporate resumé the opposite of Hughes’s hard-knocks experience—who called Herbalife a “fixer-upper.” Aesthetically, Herbalife became less like Muscle Beach (Hughes had once pumped iron), and more like Equinox. The company created a scientific advisory board and began a relationship with UCLA, christening the Mark Hughes Cellular & Molecular Nutrition Laboratory at the medical school. The company reportedly contributed $1.5 million to the lab between 2002 and 2013—plus many more millions to two faculty members who acted as paid consultants. It had come a long way from being accused of killing people in front of Congress. In 2011, Johnson made $89.4 million, making him the highest-paid CEO in America according to one research firm.
But the sources of Herbalife’s growth were not just the rise of wellness, its new CEO, and a well-placed advertisement on David Beckham’s chest. There were other engines of profitability—targeting a specific group of prospects—that had been generating wealth for its highest-level distributors and dividends for its shareholders.
In the early 2000s, a husband-and-wife Herbalife team in Durango, Mexico, were struggling with their business. They had been among the first distributors in the country, but recruiting had gotten tough after Herbalife inundated their area. Around 2002, they began hosting early morning “meetings” at a little sales office they had, during which they would bring prospects to sample Herbalife shakes for a few pesos and talk about the Herbalife opportunity. The innovation was a huge success. The couple grew a downline of tens of thousands, as they opened up more locations to host these gatherings and encouraged others to do the same. By 2006, Mexico was Herbalife’s top market.
The idea of a brick-and-mortar location went against every common practice of MLM as it had developed over the previous half century. The entire point of “direct selling” was supposedly that it did not occur in a store. But the Herbalife couple had tapped into something much deeper than a storefront. Mexico had undergone incredible social change in the 1990s and 2000s with rapid economic development spurred by NAFTA. Money had flooded into the country, but much of it remained in the hands of a few powerful people. Families had been separated as young people moved from rural farming areas to growing cities looking for work and opportunity.
The in-person gatherings offered what the beauty show approach had to housewives in the American suburbs in the 1950s and 1960s. They were a powerful antidote to isolation. (Herbalife once referred to the clubs as a “party planning concept.”) They restored a sense of community where it was desperately needed, even as the meetings were used by distributors to heavily push American-style capitalism through Herbalife, and to take money from their friends and neighbors. They allowed prospects for whom an Herbalife distributorship would be a huge expense to come in and hear the pitch, spend just a little money on a single Herbalife shake or tea. Soon, the in-person model was exported across other Central and Latin American countries with similar cultures of tight-knit family networks that had been disrupted by conflict and industrialization.
Herbalife corporate delighted in this new “business method,” which they dubbed Nutrition Clubs, as net sales in the Americas soared to $180.7 million in 2005 from $116.1 million the year before. As early as 2005, the company was praising the Nutrition Club method on their shareholder earnings calls and declaring its intent to “globalize” the model. Herbalife distributors as far-flung as India and Thailand began adopting it, in markets where the prevailing culture was less individualistic than the United States.
The Nutrition Clubs, however, traveled back to North America too. Soon they dotted the United States. Many were concentrated in immigrant communities composed of people who had arrived from the same places where the clubs had been pioneered: Mexico, Guatemala, Ecuador, El Salvador. Herbalife had essentially boomed with migration patterns. The company courted its Hispanic market by producing marketing materials in Spanish and sponsoring professional soccer teams like the Galaxy. By 2013, according to Herbalife, 60 percent of its American distributors were Hispanic. Nutrition Clubs in the U.S. were especially popular with Latina women. An Herbalife spokesperson told the McClatchy Tribune Business News that mothers “found an environment where they could talk about nutrition, their personal lives” after dropping off their kids at school.
The clubs were not stores, however. Legally, they couldn’t be. Operating as retail stores or shake shops would invite a whole host of regulations, negating one of the very reasons multilevel marketing exists: to avoid labor laws. So the company developed a slate of counterintuitive rules for distributors operating Nutrition Clubs in commercial spaces. They were not allowed to post signage anywhere that said “Herbalife” or call themselves a shake or smoothie shop. They couldn’t have an Open or Closed sign. The only clue a storefront was an Herbalife operation was often its trim or facade painted in lime green, the company’s signature color. They weren’t even allowed to have windows, or if they did they had to be covered. Distributors could not post prices or “sell” their products; they were allowed to sell low-cost daily memberships, for which customers got a shake or drink. Taken together, the guidelines made a Nutrition Club seem more like Fight Club, a secret society rather than a health business.
The true function of Nutrition Clubs were as recruiting centers. Distributors would invite prospects back every morning for a tea or a shake, warming them up, until they signed up for the opportunity. But the clubs were incredibly costly, given that the new club owners were on the hook for rent, for supplies like cups and shake ingredients, electricity, and their business licenses, not to mention the hundreds of dollars’ worth of Herbalife they were purchasing to stock their clubs. Retailing the shakes and teas themselves, given how expensive the products were, made it nearly impossible for the clubs to become profitable. A survey conducted by the company itself found that more than half of new Nutrition Clubs failed or lost money in a given year.
There were additional costs too. Since the late 1990s, top-level Herbalife distributors in North America had been selling motivational tools—just like in Amway. During the dot-com boom, they had marketed these tools companies as work from home, internet-based businesses, with vague names like “Newest Way to Wealth” and “Financial Success Systems” that implied nothing about the multilevel marketing company behind it. After an elaborate recruiting process, a distributor would reveal that the “newest way to wealth” was actually a twenty-year-old business called Herbalife. In addition to motivational “training,” the Herbalife tools groups were called “Lead Generation Systems,” or LGS, because top distributors also charged recruits for lists of names of people to prospect. It was the new millennium’s version of Dexter Yager’s books, tapes, and functions.
Just like Amway had been aware of Yager, Herbalife was aware of the dangers of the tools businesses, which were run by members of its elite President’s Team and Chairman’s Club ranks. Herbalife had its own version of the so-called Postma memo, the internal document in which Ed Postma from Amway corporate admitted that the tools were likely illegal. The “Tirelli memo,” sent in 2001 from then–Herbalife CEO Francis (Frank) Tirelli to members of the President’s Team, cautioned that “one of our greatest opportunities is also one of our greatest risks.”
And just like Amway, Herbalife was eventually sued for the tools: In 2002, a group of desperate former distributors who had lost thousands of dollars on motivation and sales training reached out to Doug Brooks, a lawyer at Gilman and Pastor in Boston who had a history of representing MLM victims. Brooks had represented former distributors in a major 1996 lawsuit against Omnitrition, an Herbalife spinoff. He also represented victims of Keith Raniere’s Consumers’ Buyline in 1993. Brooks sued Herbalife and one of the tools groups for violating California’s endless chain law and won a $6 million settlement in 2004. But the same Herbalife kingpins simply started new ones; Brooks turned around and sued another tools company run by the same people again in 2005. The suit had almost exactly the same claims. In defending each one, Herbalife cited its 70 percent rule, its buyback policy, and ten customer requirement: the Amway rules.
As the Nutrition Clubs proliferated, the same ring of high-level distributors quickly added club guidance to their tools offerings, programs with names like Nutrition Club University. “Guys, where your money’s made is not serving smoothies,” one Chairman’s Club member said during a training. “Where your money’s made is having hundreds or tens or thousands of distributors around the globe who are working.” There were Spanish-language tools specifically for Hispanic recruits. One secretive system called Club 100 involved “trainees” working in Nutrition Clubs operated by their uplines for free, and buying multiple shakes a day.
The Herbalife Nutrition Club concept was bewildering in the context of the most basic principles of “sales.” What kind of selling operation must be designed to literally keep people away? Is prohibited from advertising? Does nothing to control how many competing locations may be in a given area? Isn’t allowed to post when it is open?
But it was an ingenious innovation for MLM. As the FTC would later put it, the clubs helped “foster an illusion” that the whole thing worked. The club, the “storefront,” no matter how humble, was like a low-budget theater set. To outsiders, the most successful locations were incredible PR for Herbalife, with dozens of happy, healthy, smiling distributors. To prospects, it looked like the club owner was making real money. For the owners themselves, the club was an incredibly effective tool of self-manipulation. It helped them play the part of the bootstrapping American entrepreneur, even as they lost money. It made the dream seem like it had really come true.
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NO ROCK BOTTOM

In a conference room in 2013, high above the streets of Manhattan, sat the majority of the world’s remaining pyramid scheme experts. There was Robert FitzPatrick, who had, by that point, been speaking out against multilevel marketing for twenty years. There was Bruce Craig, the former assistant attorney general from Wisconsin who had successfully gone after Amway in 1982. He was seventy-four. There was also Doug Brooks, the tall, serious, but softspoken lawyer who had sued Herbalife and Keith Raniere. After decades of working in their strange little shadowy corner of white-collar crime regulation, they had somehow found themselves talking to one of the world’s wealthiest men about what they knew about MLM.
A few months earlier, in December 2012, hedge fund billionaire Bill Ackman had announced his company, Pershing Square Capital Management, was shorting Herbalife on the New York Stock Exchange, a bet against the tremendous value of the company. Ackman was an unabashed Wall Street wrecker with a reputation for obnoxious swagger. It was not his idea alone to go after Herbalife. Christine Richard, a former journalist and corporate researcher, had been looking into Herbalife and prepared a long, damning report on the company. Ackman was eventually persuaded that Herbalife was a pyramid scheme. The company had no real retail business; nearly all the customers were distributors, he and Richard argued. After Ackman’s announcement, Michael Johnson, the Herbalife CEO, called into CNBC, irate. When asked live on air what percentage of Herbalife sales were made to retail customers outside the network of distributors, he sputtered before giving an astonishing, untrue answer: 90 percent.
The next day, Ackman gave a three-and-a-half hour, 334-slide presentation during a high-powered investing conference in New York City laying out the evidence Richard and other investigators had gathered. It included everything from Herbalife’s inflated revenue estimates and the reality of its compensation plan, to the lucrative and exploitative tools systems. Richard had visited Nutrition Clubs across the country, many in Queens, New York, operated by Hispanic immigrants, and she had found drab and barren storefronts with distributors making very little—if any—income from their Herbalife businesses. When compared to the tacky videos of top distributors showing off their mansions and cars, which Ackman included in his presentation, the depiction of life for most people in Herbalife was grim.
Ackman’s stunt had its desired effect. Herbalife stock fell 38 percent that week. In January, The
Wall Street Journal reported that the SEC was looking into Herbalife’s sales practices. But his antics had also brought out some allies for Herbalife. Daniel Loeb, another hedge funder, decided to take a position against Ackman’s. Loeb railed against Pershing Square’s “thesis,” which “rests on the notion that the FTC has been asleep at the switch, missed a massive fraud for over three decades, and will shortly awaken (at the behest of hedge fund short seller) to shut down the Company.” To him, the idea was preposterous.
So the ragtag group of experts in Ackman’s skyscraper offices had been assembled to help him explain why it wasn’t. They allowed themselves a measure of hope. “This is the first time Wall Street had paid attention to these companies,” Brooks told me. The critics of pyramid selling had never had so many resources and so much power on their side since the FTC successfully shut down Holiday Magic and Koscot. Ackman’s suit likely cost more than the value of most of their cars.
“There was a certain sense of absurdity about the whole scene, sitting in his office,” FitzPatrick remembered. But Ackman “exuded total confidence.” “I think all of us at some point thought, well, what else we got? Maybe this guy can do it,” FitzPatrick said. “He has unlimited money.” Then a filmmaker took an interest in the subject, and the group was told there would be a documentary on Herbalife, which became Ted Braun’s 2016 film Betting on Zero. “It seemed like that would be enough pressure.”
The beleaguered cadre of MLM critics had reason to be cautious. Loeb’s unwavering confidence in the objectivity and competence of the agency notwithstanding, the FTC’s position on multilevel marketing had continued to seesaw back and forth depending on presidential administration and regulatory appetite. During the Reagan and Bush tenures, for fifteen years, the FTC did not bring a single case against a multilevel company.
Then in 1995, Bill Clinton chose a familiar face as chairman: Robert Pitofsky, the commissioner who had written the agency’s affirmation of the Amway decision in 1979. Under Pitofsky, the FTC ended the enforcement dark ages on MLM. The agency successfully went after some of the scummiest, scammiest, and flashiest new multilevel companies that had sprung up in the 1990s. There was FutureNet, started by old Holiday Magic and Herbalife associate Larry Huff (1998). There was Equinox International, the holistic health products MLM based in Las Vegas founded by Bill Gouldd, who added an extra “d” to his name to stand for “dollars” (2000). Gouldd had been captured in a 20/20 segment calling a woman a “stupid bitch” during a seminar, all while the company was deemed the fastest-growing business in America by Inc., worth $40 million. (Equinox, though colorful, was by no means a fringe MLM. The company was a dues-paying DSA member.)
The regulatory action seeded renewed hope among FitzPatrick, Brooks, and Craig, as well as the Stinkin’ Thinkers bloggers, who had been all but silenced by Amway in the early 2000s. They sensed an opening for reform. In 2000, FitzPatrick started his website Pyramid Scheme Alert, with a board made up of people like Ruth Carter, the Amway whistleblower, and Craig. “We wanted it to be a new Ralph Nader–type advocacy group,” FitzPatrick told me.
The FTC’s track record, starting in this period, looks stellar on pyramid schemes. Their go-to economics expert on pyramid cases was an affable, brainy midwesterner named Peter Vander Nat, who happened to be from Grand Rapids and to have attended the same Christian Reform Church as Richard DeVos and Jay Van Andel. He even met them once. Vander Nat earned the nickname “the Kraken” from at least one MLM attorney because of how effective his testimony was; in seventeen cases the FTC filed against a pyramid company, Vander Nat was able to convincingly argue it was operating a pyramid scheme. The agency won every case.
On the other hand, regulators were being incredibly selective because of how burdensome it remained to prove a multilevel company was operating as a pyramid scheme. Even when there was regulatory interest, it was not much. The cases the FTC filed were the ones the agency knew it had in the bag. In 2000, Craig, recently retired, felt perhaps there was a chance the FTC would revisit the Amway decision itself. “I direct this letter to you because you drafted the Commission’s Amway opinion in 1979,” Craig wrote in a letter addressed to Pitofsky. He noted how the Amway rules “have now become boilerplate in the hundreds of pyramid offerings that have surfaced since 1979.” But Craig still believed that the line they represented, between “legitimate MLM” and pyramid schemes, might represent a “distinction without a difference.”
Pitofsky never replied. He stepped down the following year when President George W. Bush took office. Jay Van Andel, Richard DeVos, and their families had given a lot of money to Republicans get him there. “I know a little something about soft money, as my family is the largest single contributor of soft money to the national Republican Party,” Betsy DeVos, Richard DeVos’s daughter-in-law, had written in an op-ed in 1997, three years before Bush took office. “I have decided, however, to stop taking offense at the suggestion that we are buying influence. Now I simply concede the point. They are right. We do expect some things in return.” In addition to helping push the DeVos family’s pet issue of school choice into federal policy, Bush appointed Timothy Muris, a lawyer who had served on Reagan’s transition team, as FTC Chairman. Muris firmly shared the Chicago-school camp’s position on regulation, in that he wanted to keep it minimal.
Even so, there was a glimmer of hope for real reform in 2006, when the FTC proposed a new “Business Opportunity Rule,” in an attempt to close a loophole in franchise regulation that had long been exploited by MLMs. Franchises were subject to the Franchise Rule, made all the way back in 1978 under Michael Pertschuk, the embattled FTC chairman during the KidVid controversy. It required that sellers make a slew of disclosures to prospective franchisees. But “business opportunities,” if the investment they required remained under $500, did not. The newly proposed Business Opportunity Rule would do away with that exemption and hold MLMs and other small-time ventures to many of the disclosures requirements they had escaped. A multilevel company would have to tell a prospect if it was subject to recent criminal prosecutions or lawsuits, for example. If the seller wanted to make a statement about how much money a prospect could make, called an earnings claim, they would have to provide an official form. For multilevel marketing, an industry characterized by lawsuits and wild promises, it spelled disaster.
The MLM lobby mobilized again. During the public comment process, the FTC was flooded with over 17,000 messages, the overwhelming majority from active multilevel marketing participants. A large number were form letters. Eighty-five were from members of Congress—Herbalife spent $800,000 on lobbying; Amway spent $440,000. There was also a contingent of former commissioners and FTC staffers who argued against the regulation. Muris, who left the FTC in 2004, and J. Howard Beales III, former director of the Division of Consumer Enforcement, both wrote in on behalf of Primerica, the country’s largest insurance multilevel marketer. It is common practice for former FTC regulators to go work for the private companies under their former purview, a phenomenon known as the revolving door (and obsessively recorded by Robert FitzPatrick). Jodie Bernstein, head of the Bureau of Consumer Protection during the Clinton administration, sent a comment on behalf of Amway, which at the time had rebranded as Quixtar. She assailed “the self-appointed MLM police.” The campaign worked. “Direct sellers” were exempt from the final Business Opportunity Rule, which took effect in 2011.
In 2012, in the wake of Ackman’s Herbalife attack, the direct-selling industry was no less prepared for battle. Herbalife enlisted the Podesta Group, run by Tony Podesta, brother of John Podesta, Bill Clinton’s former chief of staff and counselor to Barack Obama. Two years later, the company hired a former FTC commissioner, Pamela Jones Harbour, as senior vice president, as well as Alan Hoffman, a former aide to Vice President Joseph Biden.
Herbalife CEO Michael Johnson personally wrote to the SEC accusing Ackman of stock manipulation. Direct Selling Association President Joseph Mariano had released a statement after Ackman’s announcement of his Herbalife short, accusing him of the same thing. “It’s an unconscionable situation that literally takes money out of the pockets of working Americans.”
The DSA also mobilized its set of paid promoters from the Direct Selling Education Foundation, the organization’s nonprofit “goodwill ambassador.” The DSEF was established in 1973 when pyramid schemes were becoming a public crisis and the DSA was fighting to draw some kind of distinction between its members and the likes of Holiday Magic and Koscot. In 1982, it added a fellowship program to bankroll academics in marketing and business departments in universities and community colleges across the country, who would produce academic work on direct selling. The program’s purpose is to “engage, equip and empower educators to provide students with an accurate understanding of the direct selling industry as a powerful go-to-market strategy, distribution model and entrepreneurial option,” according to its website. Over the years, it has enlisted professors at schools like Emory, Northwestern, Morehouse, George Washington University, Babson, and the University of Texas, though the organization no longer publishes its list of fellows. Many of them have the word ethics in their academic titles.
The fellows are incredibly helpful mouthpieces for multilevel marketing companies to deploy in courtrooms, on op-ed pages, and in government hearings where institutional credentials matter. One of the most prominent fellows is Anne T. Coughlan, an emeritus professor of marketing at Northwestern University’s Kellogg School of Management, who has a Ph.D. in economics from Stanford and has been associated with the DSA since the 1990s. In January 2013, Herbalife staged a counterpresentation to Ackman’s at the Four Seasons hotel in Manhattan, where Coughlan delivered remarks based on a paper she had been paid by Herbalife to write called “Assessing an MLM Business: Herbalife as a Legitimate MLM.” Coughlan claimed that features of Herbalife like its buyback policy and low enrollment fees kept it from being a pyramid scheme, though she noted that there was no way to tell whether the company had significant customer sales, because it didn’t keep that data.
Coughlan was not the last or only DSEF fellow to support Herbalife. Husband and wife professors Linda and O. C. Ferrell, of Auburn University’s business school, produced a 2022 paper about Herbalife’s Bill Ackman scandal a decade later called “Herbalife Nutrition Achieves Success by Managing Risks.” The paper argued that the company’s abysmal income statistics, rather than cause for alarm, showed that many distributors who try to make a living and fail are simply “not willing” to make the effort. The Ferrells are so supportive of direct selling that they donated several thousand dollars of their own to the DSEF in 2023. “It’s my job as a professor at a state university to provide outreach and assistance to any company, organization, industry trade group that contacts me,” O. C. told a Chronicle of Higher Education reporter in 2022. He added he had never turned anyone down except Purdue Pharma, the maker of OxyContin.
As Ackman and Herbalife continued to fight in the press, more of Ackman’s Wall Street competitors joined in on Herbalife’s side. Even among other short sellers, there was a kind of uproar over his tactic of going so publicly against an American business. Billionaire corporate raider Carl Icahn, who had a history with Ackman, began buying up Herbalife stock. Icahn had a personal beef to settle, but he also scolded Ackman as a businessman. “You don’t go out and get a room full of people and badmouth the company. If you want to be in that business, why don’t you just go join the SEC?”
Icahn’s involvement sent the financial press into a frenzy. Ackman’s allegations, and Christine Richard’s research behind them, were largely buried in the press hubbub. Breathless stories chronicled the signals coming from Wall Street analysts and investors, who was short and who was long, what was said on Squawk Box or Street Signs and how the stock responded. Of the stories that did focus on Herbalife, none dug deep enough into its history to reveal that it had been started by men who had been trained in multilevel companies that had been deemed criminal pyramid schemes by the FTC.
Meanwhile, internally, Herbalife scrambled to clean up. The company officially banned the tools companies, called Lead Generation Systems, from selling leads altogether. The fallout was significant among Herbalife’s most successful distributors. A few months after the ban went into effect, Michael Burton, a President’s Team member with several tools companies, filed for bankruptcy. He was more than $7 million in debt. In August 2013, John Peterson, another top distributor with a large tools company called Work from Home Inc., shot himself in the head in his car in the driveway of his Colorado mansion.
Ackman tried to refocus the fracas at points. He said he would give any money he personally made from the short to charity. But he, too, was depicted as a Wall Street tycoon trying to use his influence to sway the government, buying support from Latino interest groups. A New York Times investigation in 2014 revealed that Ackman had paid travel expenses for some of the former distributors who were speaking out about Herbalife. Some whose signatures appeared on letters sent to their congressional representatives did not remember writing them. The investigation made many parts of a seemingly grassroots-motivated campaign seem Astroturf-ed.
All was not lost, however. In February 2014, FTC Chair Edith Ramirez, appointed by second-term President Barack Obama, met in Washington with former Herbalife distributors who said they had been scammed by the company, who had been brought together by the League of United Latin American Citizens A few weeks later, the commission announced it had opened an official investigation into Herbalife.
The company ramped up its press campaign. Throngs of green T-shirt-clad Herbalife distributors descended on the steps of the California State Capitol building in Sacramento, doing jumping jacks and handing out protein powder, as anti-Herbalife organizers attempted to pressure then–Attorney General Kamala Harris to take action. In 2019, it was revealed by Yahoo News that Harris had received a direct request from prosecutors in the AG’s office in San Diego that she grant them the authority to investigate Herbalife, but Harris did not respond. The report speculated that Harris could have been influenced by possible conflicts of interest, including the fact that one of the law firms hired by Herbalife also employed Douglas Emhoff, her husband, though he did not personally do work for the company.
In response to the FTC’s probe, Avon, the longest-running direct-selling company in the world, dramatically quit the Direct Selling Association in 2014. After a century as a traditional door-to-door company, Avon had begun sliding into an MLM model in the 1990s. Nevertheless, it tried to distance itself in an open letter, emphasizing that the company limited its compensation plan to three levels. It called for an “updated” DSA Code of Ethics.
On a Friday in July 2016, the FTC released a blistering complaint against Herbalife. It affirmed what Ackman had argued: that Herbalife was not actually a profitable business for the overwhelming majority of the people who were in it; that the company misrepresented the opportunity in order to recruit others; and that the ones for whom the opportunity was profitable got most of their money from recruiting. Those new recruits had almost no chance of doing the same thing.
And yet, Herbalife was not being shut down. Instead, on the very same day the complaint was filed, FTC Chair Ramirez announced that the commission had also reached a settlement with the company. Herbalife would pay $200 million, the largest fine the agency had ever imposed, and implement a host of restructuring requirements. Among them, the company would have to be much more precise about its distributors and customers. Anyone buying Herbalife products without retailing them could no longer be considered a distributor. They would be considered a “preferred member.” Distributors who were selling the Herbalife business opportunity would have to track real customer sales, and two-thirds of their rewards had to be based on those sales. “Herbalife is going to have to start operating legitimately,” Ramirez said in a press conference.
As in the 1979 Amway decision, despite the punishments, the company got the most valuable dispensation it needed: the term pyramid scheme did not appear once in the FTC’s documents. “If you read the Herbalife complaint and then you read any other FTC MLM complaint,” Brooks recalled years later, “there’s no daylight between them. The only difference is the use of the phrase pyramid scheme.”
History continued to repeat itself. Reporters at the press conference pressed Ramirez multiple times on whether that meant that Herbalife was not a pyramid scheme. No, Ramirez countered, Herbalife was not not a pyramid scheme, but she would go no further. The FTC’s “focus isn’t on the label,” she said. Soon thereafter, Herbalife announced that it was hiring Jon Leibowitz, another former FTC commissioner, to its board. “Importantly,” the company’s press release read, “as was the case with the FTC’s Amway decision in 1979, the Company anticipates these agreed upon procedures will now provide direction for the entire direct selling and multi-level marketing industry.”
Later it was revealed that Leibowitz had actually been consulting with Herbalife since March, helping to craft the settlement, and acting as a bridge between FTC staff and Herbalife. “Didn’t want you to find out from anyone else,” Leibowitz had written to Ramirez, “so telling you myself that we have just been hired by Herbalife—hopefully, to help facilitate a settlement.”
To the cadre of multilevel critics who had sat in Ackman’s office three years earlier, it was worse than déjà vu. FitzPatrick, who tends toward literary flourish, has compared his four decades of attempting to expose MLM to descending deeper and deeper into Dante’s Circles of Hell. And yet it was never-ending. There seemed to be no final circle. The Herbalife participants would continue to smile and ask prospects if they were ready to hear about a life-changing opportunity. “There is no rock bottom to the life,” as Arthur Miller had written in Death of a Salesman. “No calamity must be permitted to break through.”
“I did harbor the thought that Ackman would be the angel, because he swore to us that he would pursue this to the end of the Earth,” FitzåPatrick told me in 2023. “Then he just vanished.” Ackman officially closed out his short position in 2018.
Jason Jones was another advocate who had consulted with Ackman. A lawyer and blogger with an obsessive streak, Jones had used his Twitter account, Salty Droid, to go after internet scammers, many of whom intersected with multilevel marketing. He got interested in Herbalife while investigating James Arthur Ray, a New Age self-help guru who had been accused of encouraging dangerous conditions at a 2009 sweat lodge ceremony that killed three participants. Ray had been a motivational speaker on the MLM circuit. Several of the people in the sweat lodge were Herbalife distributors. “We thought it might be a turning point moment,” Jones said about the Herbalife decision. “Everyone thought that.”
Jones eventually began working in the attorney general’s office in Washington, D.C., in the office’s civil rights and worker’s justice division. I asked him if, given the plethora of frauds and scams that the agency was dealing with, whether the FTC settled with Herbalife because they had bigger fish to fry. “What fish are getting fried?” Jones replied. “None of the bankers did jail time for the 2008 collapse. You can’t get any bigger than those Lehman Brothers fish, but nothing happened to them.” Multilevel marketers, Jones said, “are just riding in the slipstream of the rest of America’s graft.”
To the rest of the direct-selling industry, the Herbalife settlement was a victory, but not entirely. FTC Chairwoman Ramirez delivered a keynote speech at the Direct Selling Association conference in October 2016 that one MLM attorney described as “intimidating.” Ramirez repeated that the FTC’s guidance was no longer relying on just the Amway rules. Multilevel marketing companies would be expected to make “real sales to real customers.”
The industry was shaken up enough that it called upon its relatively new Congressional Direct Selling Caucus, a group of MLM-friendly representatives, both Democrats and Republicans, which the DSA had convened in 2015. At that point it had thirty-one members. The caucus drafted HR 3409, the “Anti-Pyramid Promotional Scheme Act,” which was introduced in the House by then–Representative Marsha Blackburn of Tennessee. It would have shielded any MLM from being accused of being a pyramid scheme if it had a “bona-fide buyback program.” DSEF Fellow Anne Coughlan supported it with an op-ed in Forbes.
But multilevel operators did not have to worry for long. Ramirez stepped down in 2017, when Barack Obama left office. The new FTC acting chairperson, Maureen Ohlhausen, gave a much friendlier keynote that year, saying there were “a lot of nuances” regarding what a real consumer was. Her perspective was part of a current “drive for less regulation.” She had been appointed by the new president: Donald Trump, who had once been the face of his own MLM company. He also appointed a new secretary of education named Betsy DeVos.



PART 6
FREEDOM



MONIQUE
YEAR: 2020
RANK: Independent Sales Director
TIME IN MARY KAY COSMETICS: 6 years and 6 months
MONEY SPENT: $74,800
Six months after Monique became an Independent Sales Director, she was still struggling to maintain her new rank. Now she needed her team to buy $4,500 worth of Mary Kay products every quarter, and if she missed that target for more than three months, she would lose her Director status. She was playing a constant game: Which bills could she avoid? How long could she go without paying her mortgage? She tried to put her retirement check from the VA toward her house payments every month, but sometimes she needed it just to eat and to put gas in her car. It was the same constant maneuvering with her downline: Who could she convince to buy more, or, if not, who would let her buy products under their names? It was an exhausting merry-go-round. “Looking at old pictures, I could see it in my eyes,” Monique told me later.
Then, in March of 2020, the merry-go-round stopped. Florida issued a stay-at-home order in response to the Covid-19 pandemic, and the fragile house of cards that was Monique’s Mary Kay “business” fell apart. None of her downline had extra money coming in, and the handful of customers Monique had in Tallahassee stopped buying Mary Kay products. “I’ll do what I can,” her team members told her. But they only placed a $40 order there, $50 here. Most of them had second jobs and many of them had been laid off. It wasn’t enough.
Monique found it incredibly difficult to pressure even her newer recruits. Her upline Linette told her to encourage her downline to “invest” their stimulus payments into their Mary Kay businesses. “And I’m just, like, ‘Tara is a single mom and she’s got two kids living at a trailer park,’ ” Monique told me. “Like, are we serious? We want Tara to buy $1,200 worth of products?” Another recruit ended up quitting and sending Monique an angry email, telling her she would never “waste hundreds of dollars and hours on this stupid little cult ever again.”
Monique continued to place orders under her recruits’ names with her own credit card. I’ll just sell it, I’ll just sell it, she told herself as the boxes filled up her second bedroom. But she knew it wasn’t sustainable. The debt was rising like quicksand. Ever since the night she made Sales Director, she had heard a tiny voice in her head saying, You know you’ll have to quit, right? It was getting louder.
With the women unable to gather at the Pink Cadi Shack, Linette and her uplines tried to keep all their consultants motivated with Zoom meeting after Zoom meeting. They sent a list of “Positive affirmations for a great attitude in just 21 days.” Monique tried repeating them to herself every day:
“I love my Mary Kay business!”
“I am a booking machine!”
“I have at least ten appointments on my books at all times!”
“Everyone I meet wants to know why I am so happy!”
Monique tried to keep up her great attitude. She posted on Facebook and sent chipper emails, texts, and Voxer voice notes to her team. “I felt, like, okay, I needed to keep this persona going that I still got it together,” she said. “That I’m a hotshot making the moves, making the new recruits, making all the sales. And in my head I’m, like, Girl, you know you ain’t doing none of that.” The lying was corrosive. “Being a fraud in front of all these people, she remembered. “It really killed me.”
At her annual physical Monique found she had gained weight. Her blood pressure was up. The stress caused her to withdraw even further from friends as she carried the burden of her Mary Kay business. “One of my friends told me later, he would ask me, ‘Hey, do you wanna go out to eat? Do you wanna go to the movies? Do you wanna go to the park or something?’ And every time he would ask me, I’d be, like, ‘No, I gotta do my Mary Kay. I gotta do my Mary Kay.’ ” He stopped asking her.
In January of 2021, Monique took a rare break from working her business when she found out her grandfather contracted Covid-19 and became very sick. Monique went to Georgia to see him in the hospital before he died. “He was just laying there,” she remembers. “And all I kept thinking was, did he do everything that he wanted to do in his life? I felt like I was trapped and I didn’t want to be trapped. And I felt like it was just a repetitive cycle every single month.”
By May, Mary Kay had called Monique and told her she’d missed production again. This was the third month straight, so they were taking her directorship.
A year after losing her status as Sales Director, Monique was in the limbo that many beauty consultants find themselves in at one time, or at many times, in the life of their Mary Kay business. She was still ordering products every so often—she had to spend $225 every three months to remain active in Mary Kay. But she wasn’t buying any more than that. She had three recruits left. She had fallen back down to a mere Red Jacket. If she wanted to become a Director again, she would have to start the qualification process all over. She would have to make so many orders, get so many new recruits. Instead, she just limped along. She sold a few of the products to her handful of customers she had managed to get over her seven years in Mary Kay. It gave her a few dollars in cash every few weeks, though not enough to offset what she was spending.
In May of 2022, Monique finally scheduled a much-needed hysterectomy surgery. She let her upline Linette know that she was going to be out of commission for the next few weeks. Nevertheless, after she had the surgery and was recovering in bed in the hospital room, Linette texted her: Did she see Marilyn, one her few remaining customers, needs an order? There was no preamble about being sorry to bother her. No asking her about how she was doing.
“That was it,” Monique said. The sting of Linette’s text, a woman she had known by this point for more than eight years and considered a friend, tapped something deep inside. The dead, inert feeling she had been carrying around, hidden behind her beatific Mary Kay face, was replaced by blazing anger. She thought about her grandfather, whom she had seen lying in his hospital bed like she was now, and about how she didn’t want to miss out on life for Mary Kay. Monique’s time, her money, her body, she decided, was worth more than whatever Mary Kay had turned her into, an automaton chasing tiny checks, pushing lipsticks. The voice that had been nagging at her started screaming.
On an afternoon in May a few days after her surgery, Monique blocked Linette’s phone number.
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When Donald Trump was a teenager, his family would travel all the way from their twenty-three-room mansion in Queens to Fifth Avenue and Twenty-ninth Street in Manhattan to go to church. Donald’s father, Fred, a real estate developer, was a fan of Marble Collegiate Church’s minister, Norman Vincent Peale. Peale’s book, The Power of Positive Thinking, was published in 1952, when Donald was six years old. Fred had become enamored with Peale’s philosophy: Picture yourself succeeding. Avoid “fear thoughts.” Marble Collegiate was a part of the same Reformed Church denomination of Calvinism in which Richard DeVos and Jay Van Andel were raised. Peale was a long-standing ally of the Christian businessman.
Fred Trump eventually became personal friends with Peale, and The Power of Positive Thinking heavily influenced his son, too, who loved listening to Peale’s sermons. “I refused to be sucked into negative thinking on any level, even when the indications weren’t great,” Trump told Psychology Today in 2009, referring to his many failed business deals in the 1980s and 1990s. “That was a good lesson because I emerged on a very victorious level.” In 2016, eleven months before he won the presidential election, Trump said that Peale called him his “greatest student of all time.”
The power of positive thinking is a succinct description of Trump’s approach to the coronavirus pandemic, which disrupted his reelection campaign in early 2020. As the carnage caused by the virus escalated day by day, he repeated in press briefings his belief that it would simply disappear. “It’s like a miracle,” he said.
He also peddled a bizarre range of remedies including injecting disinfectant, hitting the body with ultraviolent light, and taking the malaria drug hydroxychloroquine. “I feel good about it,” was how he explained his unproven theory about the drug’s efficacy to cure Covid. “That’s all it is. Just a feeling. You know, I’m a smart guy. I feel good about it.”
He sounded much like the country’s multilevel marketers, who were thriving in the total chaos of the moment. All over the internet, they were explaining how their essential oils and supplements could help protect from the virus. One MLM company called BlackOxygen Organics was selling a product they claimed could “detoxify” the body. The product was a bag of dirt that cost $110.
Years before he became president, Donald Trump was a perfect avatar for the multilevel marketing industry. He embodied the positive thinking philosophy of salesmanship and the greed-is-good culture of the 1980s. Trump built his wealth using the similar dynamics of an MLM tools business. He projected total confidence and “sales” acumen despite a long string of failures. He often retold his entrepreneurial origin story about turning a small loan from his father into his own empire—just like the one Mary Kay Ash told about starting her company with just a small loan. And the one William Penn Patrick told. And Glenn Turner. In reality, Fred Trump’s billions (and tax dodging) propped up his son’s bad deals. But Trump turned his “example” into a career as a success guru for the everyman, starting with his how-to book The Art of the Deal, then with The Apprentice, then his “Trump University” courses, for which he eventually faced multiple class-action lawsuits. Like an Amway Diamond, he made millions telling other people they could make their fortunes through free enterprise, knowing full well that wasn’t how he made his fortune at all.
It was only a matter of time before he started working directly with the MLM industry. In 2006, Trump teamed up with Robert Kiyosaki, the author of a 1997 bestseller called Rich Dad Poor Dad. Kiyosaki, like Trump, is a personal finance guru despite having no real discernible track record of success before the book. He was formerly the owner of a short-lived Velcro wallet business. Rich Dad Poor Dad, a free enterprise credo that says entrepreneurs should seek passive income instead of education or a job, was adopted early by Amway distributors, then propelled to the mainstream by Oprah Winfrey when she hosted Kiyosaki on her show in 2000. It is rumored among Amway critics that at some point Kiyosaki was an Amway IBO himself in the Yager line. Trump and Kiyosaki’s project was another financial advice guide, Why We Want You to Be Rich, with a chapter called “Why Do You Recommend Network Marketing?” Also in 2006, Trump began a business relationship with ACN, a multilevel company selling internet and phone plans, for which he was paid millions of dollars over the next decade to record promotional material and appear at conventions.
In 2009, he licensed his name to another MLM called Ideal Health, a nutrition company founded by former Nu Skin distributors in Boston. Now it was going to be called “The Trump Network.” It was still just a vitamin-selling scheme, but Trump pitched it as a direct response to the 2008 subprime mortgage crisis and the Great Recession. MLM promoters across the industry had rushed to push their business opportunities during the crash—“Well, now is the perfect time,” Herbalife CEO Michael Johnson had said at a New York Stock Exchange presentation in 2008. “I mean, you’ve seen the news. Let’s face it. It’s a scary time … Herbal-nomics. It’s recession proof.” In Ideal Health’s launch video, Trump claimed “the greed and ineptitude of the financial industry have sabotaged the dreams of millions of people.” Americans “need a new plan.” The company foundered within two years, and Trump’s agreement with the organizers expired in 2011.
When Trump ran for president in 2016, he was not initially supported by the DeVos clan. The family had supported Jeb Bush in the GOP primary, with whom Betsy and her husband, Dick DeVos, had worked for years on national campaigns to make it easier for private schools to receive public funding. Betsy had built her own impressive career as a fundraiser in the Michigan Republican Party long before she married Dick. She was also majorly involved in founding the James Madison Center for Free Speech in 1997, a nonprofit front for the movement to end limits on private spending in federal politics. The Center’s efforts were successful in 2010 with the Supreme Court’s Citizens United decision.
If the DeVoses couldn’t have Jeb Bush, they wanted Marco Rubio. When Trump won the nomination instead, he made a September 2016 pilgrimage to Grand Rapids, to visit the Gerald R. Ford Presidential Museum, which the Amway founders had christened with a lavish party in 1981 attended by the likes of Henry Kissinger and Bob Hope. Then Trump stopped at the Marriott hotel to meet Richard DeVos, Sr. Having properly kissed the ring, the DeVoses changed their tune and supported Trump. Less than two months later, Betsy was named Department of Education secretary.
In 1997, when Republicans in Congress helped get Amway a $238 million tax break after the founders gave the party its largest donation ever, Besty had declared that she and her family expected things in return for their “soft money.” Now they were really going to get them. The Trump administration set about enacting many aspects of the Amway agenda: cutting taxes, shrinking spending, stripping down federal agencies already hobbled by past budget cuts. Trump helped confirm new federal judges into the courts who were backed by the groups the DeVos and Van Andel families had spent many years funding, like the Federalist Society and the Heritage Foundation. Betsy DeVos proved ready to dismantle her own department as a longtime critic of public education. Some of her major policy decisions during her four years in office were to expand school choice budgets from public coffers and to severely narrow the scope of Title IX.
DeVos outraged the liberal media, which scrutinized other members of her family. One article in The
New York
Times covered a New York Fashion Week show thrown shortly after the election by Pamella Roland, a designer married to Richard DeVos, Sr.’s, middle son, Dan DeVos, CEO of the Orlando Magic basketball team, which the family purchased in 1991. Roland’s real last name is DeVos, though it does not appear on her clothing. The reporter asked attendees if they knew about Roland’s family. The punch line was that Roland’s presumably progressive fans and customers, which included celebrities, Vogue magazine, and Real Housewives cast members, were shocked and embarrassed to learn she was connected to Trump. No one seemed to care that Roland’s fashion brand had been built on Amway money. No one really understood what Amway even was.
The direct-selling industry delighted in having multilevel marketing royalty in the executive branch. “We think that with the new administration you can forget any aggressive action vs. MLMs,” wrote an Herbalife shareholder in an email to clients after DeVos was installed. “We are in a postregulatory world.”
The Trump administration made “be your own boss,” the MLM credo, a condition supported by federal policy. The National Labor Relations Board issued several rulings that expanded the definition of independent contractor, encouraging more “gig” work. In July 2018, the president’s Council of Economic Advisors issued a report that said the War on Poverty was largely over, and welfare programs like Medicaid should have work requirements, in order to encourage “self-sufficiency.” The idea was that Americans would be better off if we were taking care of ourselves. And that care was not a privilege. It must be earned.
In March of 2020, Darlene, a cocktail waitress at a casino in a small town in Louisiana, was laid off when the state issued a temporary stay-at-home order due to the pandemic. The casino reopened a few months later—but management decided to hire just a fraction of the old workers back. Darlene wasn’t one of them.
Darlene was one of the millions of women of the so-called she-cession, the term coined by a policy researcher for the gender disparities in pandemic unemployment. The sectors most impacted by closures were disproportionately those dominated by women: retail, hospitality, clerical work. And more women than men left the workforce to make up for lost childcare. The environment was ripe for a multilevel boom. During the oil crisis of the 1970s, Amway ran ads depicting families huddled over bills; likewise, during the Covid crisis of the 2020s, MLM recruiters shared pictures of their checks on social media and thanked God for their recession-proof businesses, their side hustles that let them homeschool their kids.
Darlene didn’t get any severance when she lost her job, but she had $16,000 from cashing out her 401(k). And Congress had hastily passed a historic $2.2 trillion relief bill, which included temporarily increased unemployment benefits. The Direct Selling Association had written to Donald Trump, Nancy Pelosi, and Mitch McConnell during legislative talks, urging them to include independent contractors in any unemployment stimulus package, despite having lobbied to avoid paying benefits themselves for decades. When the stimulus checks started to arrive, multilevel marketers zeroed in. Friendly uplines looking for more women to “join their team” encouraged them to invest their checks in a “secondary non-recessionary income stream.”
But you didn’t have to be the subject of a multilevel marketing company to hear that the scary and confusing times we were living in could be an opportunity. The pandemic kicked the now-pervasive motivation industry into high gear. Not only was the president of the United States ensuring Americans, over and over again, that the virus would simply disappear. The twenty-first century money mystics also fired up their megaphones to promise that everything was ultimately in our control. Tony Robbins told his 2 million YouTube subscribers to “stand guard at the door of your minds,” an idea from his mentor, the late Jim Rohn, Herbalife’s “International Business Philosopher” and former Nutri-Bio VP. Rhonda Byrne, author of the 2006 mega-bestseller The Secret, which recycles most of its ideas directly from Napoleon Hill, told an Australian newspaper that anyone in despair should wake up and think of ten things they’re grateful for. If you do that, “everything just falls into place for you and good things happen to you.” TikTok rediscovered Rich Dad Poor Dad and Think and Grow Rich, which were hashtagged tens of millions of times for a new audience of eager entrepreneurs.
Darlene heard about an opportunity from her sister-in-law, who knew she was fighting depression from sitting around at home. It was to sell jewelry, she said, for a company called Paparazzi Accessories, run by a pair of sisters and their husbands in Utah. A few girls were making thousands of dollars a month, she claimed. Darlene was signed up within half an hour of contacting her upline, a woman three hours away, on Facebook. She bought a $299 starter kit but was soon pressured to buy additional items like ring lights, pegboards, and display tables in order to livestream her sales on Facebook. Paparazzi consultants, the company’s name for their distributors, keep all their inventory at home; they buy jewelry for $2.75 that they can sell for $5, released in “drops” every week.
According to numerous Paparazzi consultants I spoke to, the company experienced a surge of new recruits during the onset of the pandemic, emblematic of a recruiting surge for the whole industry. The DSA claimed to have seen its highest revenues on record in 2020, with an increase in the number of “sellers” of 13 percent from 2019 to 7.7 million people. John Agwunobi, then–Herbalife chairman and CEO, announced that the company saw its “best year ever” in 2020.
The FTC mobilized quickly with the limited arsenal it had, when it became clear that multilevel marketers were luring desperate people with false promises during the pandemic gold rush. The commission sent two rounds of warning letters in April and June 2020, citing misleading or false health claims or earnings claims—or both—to sixteen companies, including an essential oils MLM called doTerra; Plexus, which sells a gut health “Pink drink”; and Rodan + Fields, a makeup and skincare company. But those were just a handful among more than one thousand active multilevel marketers in the United States. And the FTC was in the midst of a consumer fraud deluge, policing not just claims of cancer-curing colloidal silvers and Covid-curing oils, but medical equipment scams, impersonation frauds, and identity theft. The regular-old chain-letter Ponzi made a comeback too.
A particular brand of chain letter called “blessing looms,” “sou sou,” and “gifting circles” proliferated among Black Americans, who experienced disproportionately high rates of unemployment, housing and food insecurity, and illness in 2020 and were vulnerable to financial scams. Lashonda and Marlon Moore, Texas-based reality stars on the Oprah Winfrey Network, ran one from June 2020 to 2021 called “Blessings in No Time,” which they claimed was a project to build generational wealth. It operated just like the Airplane Game did in Florida three decades earlier, except the positions in the game were the four elements—Water, Fire, Earth, and Wind—instead of pilots and passengers. The couple made $10 million off 8,000 investors culled from circles of friends and families. As for how the system operated, the Moores said it was a way to “harness the power of social banking technology, machine learning, and credit building resources.” But that was all the explanation they gave. Money was out there in the universe, they said. They called payments “blessings.” To bring in enough people behind you to enable you to cash out of the game was called being “blessed out.”
And why shouldn’t the victims have believed that this was how they might make their fortunes? As the months of the pandemic wore on, a brief and brutal recession gave way to the opposite condition for a small group of Americans, who, instead of losing their incomes, made millions, even billions during the crisis. A few of these were companies that produced pandemic-related goods and services, but other sources of wealth were more obscure. Money was being made via complicated financial instruments with acronyms like NFTS and SPACS. Farther down the chain, regular people seemed to be figuring out how to get rich too. Amateur cryptocurrency investors were making a killing off meme coins; retail stock market traders who made the right bet at the right time were buying houses for their parents and paying off their student loans. These were investments that, from the outside at least, looked like they made money out of thin air. It was as if the whole country was infected with the magical thinking of unlimited wealth and the power of manifestation. Just one move, one leap of faith, one gamble ahead of everyone else could set a person up for life. In reality, many of these profiteers were making money from promoting these money-making schemes, bringing others in, and cashing out. Robert FitzPatrick refers to this dynamic as “Ponzinomics.” Between 2020 and 2022, the FTC received almost 300,000 reports of Covid-19–related financial frauds, with what the agency said totaled $674 million in losses.
In October 2021, the commission tried to address the onslaught, sending a warning to more than eleven hundred businesses accused of making bogus income-related promises that they could be subject to a large penalty fine. The majority of them, according to the FTC, were MLM companies. They included some of the largest companies in the world—Amway, Mary Kay, Herbalife, Nu Skin, Tupperware—as well as relative newcomers like Paparazzi and BlackOxygen Organics, the dirt company.
The industry was supposed to be policing itself anyway. In 2019, the Direct Selling Association had funded the creation of the Direct Selling Self-Regulatory Council, or the DSSRC, the multilevel industry’s self-run watchdog group. The DSSRC was a Trump-era innovation, a fitting encapsulation of the postregulatory world in which private companies would be trusted to police their own harm. Administered by the Better Business Bureau as an “independent third party,” the council has the enormous task of “monitoring the entire direct selling marketplace,” including all the social media accounts and websites of its members and their independent sales forces—all told, several million people every year.
The council says it has undertaken hundreds of inquiries into MLMs accused of bad behavior. But most of its proceedings are not open to the public. The vast majority of inquiries between 2019 and 2022 ended in “administrative closures,” which did not identify the company or the subject. If the DSSRC did want to penalize a company, the only power it has is to refer them for discipline to a government agency. Bonnie Patten, the executive director of the consumer advocacy nonprofit Truth in Advertising, says the council only serves to provide “cover for rampant misconduct.”
In early 2020, the DSSRC opened an inquiry into Paparazzi Accessories, citing misleading income claims its monitors had seen online. According to the case report, Paparazzi assured the council that it was rolling out “enhanced” compliance training to its members. “DSSRC will monitor Paparazzi’s ongoing marketing and consider whether this matter warrants a referral to an appropriate government agency for review and possible law enforcement action,” the council wrote in its final case report, closed in February, a month before Darlene joined.
Darlene went all in on her Paparazzi business. She thought she could make a little money, at first, but she began to entertain hopes that maybe she would enter the glamorous world of the Paparazzi uplines, who sold their jewelry from beautiful, gleaming kitchens with marble counters and drove cars paid for by the company. But she was mostly buying jewelry rather than selling it. Every day Darlene’s Paparazzi upline sent voice notes in her downline WhatsApp group urging them to purchase more jewelry before it sold out. During special limited “drops” of better quality or specialty design jewelry, consultants higher up in the compensation plan got earlier access. These were particularly pretty items, featuring some kind of iridescent color effect, or a shape like a teardrop or butterfly. They would sell out quickly. Other consultants rushed to buy those pieces from other women so that they wouldn’t lose customers. But Paparazzi’s policies forbade consultants from selling to each other at wholesale prices. Darlene noticed that she and her other consultants lower down on the food chain were clamoring to buy the special pieces—from their uplines at the full $5 retail price. With tax and shipping, they were losing money, even if they resold them. Still, Darlene realized that when uplines would sell their jewelry during Facebook live sessions, nearly all the women participating were also Paparazzi consultants. They were all buying from one another.
Within a few months, Darlene spent thousands of dollars on new jewelry. She set up a “store” in her house, as her upline had coached her to do, and she stocked it with hundreds of pieces. She went live on Facebook every day to sell the jewelry, but it was hard to compete with more-experienced women. She barely ever had a customer. Soon, Darlene realized she would never make money unless she recruited someone under her, so she brought in her mother-in-law. But to receive any commissions on her recruits, she had to buy at least $70 in jewelry per month, even if she had inventory still sitting around.
Paparazzi’s rules state that inventory loading—buying more than what you can sell—is banned. So is “bonus buying,” which involves purchasing jewelry just to make a rank in the compensation plan. But a dozen former consultants told me that Paparazzi didn’t track retail sales at all, and that many were hitting their ranks simply by ordering huge amounts of jewelry from the company each month.
In August of 2021, Paparazzi hosted its annual convention in Las Vegas, which was open for business again. Trump had lost the 2020 presidential election to Joseph Biden, whose administration brought down the number of Covid-19 infections with an aggressive vaccine program. It was too late for many. A novel strain called the Delta variant was roiling parts of the country where vaccine acceptance had been low, and then it was everywhere. Other conventions in the same hotel, the MGM Grand, had been canceled. Paparazzi didn’t change any of its rules for the convention. Consultants who bought tickets would not be able to get refunds. And those who had bought enough jewelry to qualify for special prizes were required to collect them in person. Some of the prizes were more jewelry, exclusive drops the consultants desperately wanted, because they were sure to sell. By not showing up, they would be forfeiting real income.
The convention went on as planned. OneRepublic, Pitbull, and comedian Jim Gaffigan performed throughout the weekend. A few days later, Paparazzi consultants began to see reports on Facebook of attendees contracting Covid-19. Photos circulated of groups of consultants in the MGM with their masks hanging on their chins, or no masks at all. “People have asked me if I regret going to Vegas for Paparazzi Accessories yearly convention since I got Covid for the 2nd time,” one consultant wrote, “and my answer is NO REGRETS AT ALL!! I knew the risks, but I also knew that I was supposed to be there, period.” Another posted on Facebook from her hospital bed saying she was hooked up to an oxygen tank. “Have I told you lately I love my job?” she wrote. “Paparazzi is such an amazing company the love from everyone is such a blessing.” Another thanked her customers for continuing to buy jewelry from her while she was in the cardiac care unit.
Then the posts from family members began popping up saying that some of the sick consultants had passed away. One was only twenty-six years old. Though it is impossible to verify exactly where and when they were infected with the disease, former consultants who tracked the deaths say that more than a dozen Paparazzi consultants ultimately died from complications related to Covid-19. Some of their spouses died too. When current and former Paparazzi reps brought what was happening to the attention of the company, they quietly erased the dead distributors’ accounts on the Paparazzi website, a matter of policy, the company says. Their families sold off some of their inventory to pay for medical bills. A message went around various group chats from a top upline telling her downline to delete any mention of the dead consultants, to protect the company from being “demonized.”
Darlene couldn’t afford the $250 convention ticket, a fact for which she was ultimately grateful. She was already running out of savings to prop up her business. She had sold her grandmother’s armoire she had inherited, her couch, and two air conditioners to buy more jewelry. “It was getting harder and harder for me to even have a straight face and say, ‘This was the best decision I ever made, and this is my life because of Paparazzi,’ you know?” Darlene told me. She eventually quit altogether, in January 2022, $30,000 in debt.
Consultants argued over how much responsibility the company, which did not officially comment on the deaths at the time, had had to cancel the convention. Paparazzi complied with the county’s mask mandate. The consultants were not, after all, employees. They were independent contractors. The company technically owed them very little. That was the beauty of the pure free enterprise system of MLM. Everyone was responsible for herself and no one else. “Covid sucks but everyone had a choice to attend or not to attend. I’m not saying it’s not a tragedy when someone dies,” one wrote, “but we are all going to die when God decides. He had that date determined before you were born.” In 2024, when contacted about the deaths, Paparazzi released a statement through a lawyer that the company and its founders “were concerned after learning about the reports that consultants became ill following the event.” “The company expresses its heartfelt condolences to the families and friends of those affected by Covid and remains committed to supporting its community,” it read.
One of the consultants who passed away after attending the convention had bought enough Paparazzi products to be eligible for some of the special prize jewelry. In July, before she was set to go to Vegas and collect her prize, she celebrated her achievement on Facebook. “This rank was pushed hard for even when my circumstances were not good at the time with family members becoming ill,” she wrote, “but I still showed. Paparazzi has changed my life, why not let it change yours?” A few weeks later she was dead.
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CHANGE OR REMAIN EMPLOYED

Jenna needed to make some new girlfriends. In 2021, she was twenty-seven. She had moved to the suburbs with her husband shortly before the pandemic, and she was still finding it difficult to meet people in her quiet, middle-class commuter town outside New York City. She decided to join Bumble BFF, an app that offered the same services as a dating platform, but for friendships. Jenna made a profile and soon starting chatting with another woman in her twenties named Mallory.
Some women on the app were flaky or unresponsive. But Mallory was the opposite: friendly, eager, and interested in meeting up. She was newly pregnant, she told Jenna, and happy because she was retiring soon and would be able to take care of her child full time. She didn’t say what kind of job she had retired from but added that her husband only had to work a few more years and then he would retire too. He was only thirty-six. “I was, like, What? That’s crazy,” Jenna remembers.
Mallory and Jenna made a coffee date, but Jenna had to cancel at the last minute. “Let’s get on Zoom,” Mallory suggested. Jenna declined. “I thought that was so weird,” Jenna told me. “I had never met her and we had only spoken a few times. What were we going to talk about on Zoom?”
A few times during their Bumble BFF conversations, Mallory had mentioned her “mentors,” a few other women she knew in the area who were helping her. Helping her with what was still unclear, but Jenna mentioned she was a social worker. “I do something like that too,” Mallory responded, saying that she helped others with “financial literacy.” Once, she invited Jenna to a meeting at someone’s home for a “Ted Talk–style” presentation. Jenna didn’t go.
Mallory was a little odd, but she seemed nice enough. What really irked Jenna is that she began noticing that other women she was chatting with on Bumble BFF were using the same terminology in their conversations. The very same words—“mentorship” and “mentors” especially—kept cropping up. It was eerie. By then, Jenna had followed a few of them on Instagram and realized that many of them were following each other. All told, almost ten women reached out to Jenna in a period of just a few months who kept referring to a “mentorship program.” On Instagram, they posed on the same trips to vineyards on the North Fork, to beaches in Florida, and to nice restaurants in Manhattan. Whenever Jenna asked Mallory what she was up to, she always said she was doing a little work with her toes in the sand somewhere, or by the pool. “Your life could be like this too,” she said.
By the time I spoke to Jenna in 2023, I had heard about the experiences of many generations of Americans who joined Amway since 1959. I had read about them in the media, in the books written by former IBOs, and in endless pages of court documents. I had spoken directly to many people who had been in the organization—but only up to a certain chronological point. Amway seemed like it belonged to older chapters in the story of multilevel marketing, a kind of premodern era. The last major media cycle on Amway the company—not on members of the DeVos family—occurred in 2005 when China made its final rule on direct sales. In the decade after, while Herbalife was growing year over year, Amway was a juggernaut in decline: Sales worldwide peaked in 2014 at around 11.8 billion and have been falling almost every year since. In 2024, they hovered at around $7.7 billion.
Nevertheless, Amway still exists, and I wanted to understand how it operates now. I knew the business model remained fundamentally the same as it always had been in the Plan: People get paid based on the products they and their downline purchase. Ostensibly those items are for sale. But I assumed that to survive into the twenty-first century Amway must have, in some capacity, changed. The internet had only gotten bigger and easier to use since the Stinkin’ Thinkers logged onto crude web pages in the late 1990s. A new generation of IBOs must have changed their tactics to avoid becoming the subject of accusatory trending videos on TikTok. They also had more competition than ever before. The temporary, flexible, part-time, low-paid work that direct selling pioneered before the Great Depression now defines our current labor market rather than covers its gaps. There are many more options to which a person could turn quickly and with little experience to try and pay down student loans or make a car payment—ones that didn’t require buying a starter kit.
But I discovered almost immediately that current Amway distributors not only still operate almost exactly like the kingpins of the Dexter Yager era. The Amway distributors are the same kingpins of the Dexter Yager era. The Amway Lines of Affiliation have continued on like dynastic ruling classes, holding on to their positions in their sprawling downlines as the chains grow, break, and grow and break again underneath them, across the world. It’s not exactly clear how many there are now, but a 2007 lawsuit claimed that Amway had sixteen official tools systems, sanctioned by the company as “Approved Providers,” of what they call “Business Support Materials.” That is the last count I can find in any public record or disclosure from the company.
The women who were chatting with Jenna were part of an organization in the downline of Bill Britt, Dexter Yager’s most successful recruit. Though Britt passed away in 2013, his tools group, Britt World Wide, is still very much in operation, being run by the upper-level Diamonds in the next generation who are now in their sixties and seventies. Yager died six years after Britt in 2019, but his organization, the Yager Group, is similarly still up and running and bringing people into Amway all the time. Yager’s sons have taken over his downline; his son Doyle Yager sits on the board of the IBOAI, the trade group for Amway IBOs. Take one IBO and, running up the chain in their Line of Sponsorship, you can still trace their entire Amway family tree, all the way up to the very first recruits in the early 1960s, when the packaging was still red, white, and blue.
But the uninitiated have no idea that they’re on the receiving end of a pitch that has been refined and updated for six decades. They only know they are in the middle of a slightly uncomfortable interaction with a very friendly stranger.
Amway sponsors have updated their trainings just enough for the digital age, to find more recruits and make the business model seem less ancient—though their pitches are so laden with contemporary buzzwords they sound like parodies of the gig economy. In Britt World Wide that initial, odd conversation about mentorship and retirement is called “dropping the message,” or DTM. A successful DTM will pique a prospect’s curiosity about the business. Then, if they ask what it is, one training document says, an IBO should say its “like a mini-Amazon.” The business “works with a supplier in the e-commerce space.” Upline sponsors similarly market themselves as financial or lifestyle coaches, helping to build “generational wealth” or “passive income.” When Jenna asked Mallory exactly how she makes money, Mallory said she and her mentors were “focused on asset developments.” “It’s not just a simple explanation, I’m sorry,” Mallory wrote in a message.
Within a few months, Jenna got creeped out by her interactions on Bumble BFF and stopped talking to most of the women who kept referring to their mentors. She only happened to discover what they all had in common when she met another person—this time not on an app—on whom the pitch had worked, and who had joined the organization. This woman told her they were all “partnered” with Amway. And that Mallory, the one who had tried to Zoom with Jenna, did not live the lifestyle she had projected. Instead, she lived in her mother-in-law’s basement with her husband, who still worked. Jenna was disturbed: “I thought that they were genuine and they were actually interested in being friends,” she said.
After understanding she had had a brush with Amway, she ended up where many people in her situation do: on Reddit, where I found her. Jenna posted about her experience and other people on the site rushed to tell her, yes, it was Amway, and yes, she should stay away. And she was not the only one. Several users had gotten a similar pitch. One couple had been dropped the message by members of the same micro-downline branch at a grocery store. “The husband told my husband that the network they’re involved in has ‘highly prestigious,’’’ one woman wrote. Another man had been recruited by the same uplines in the group, but a decade earlier.
Jenna is lucky. The right set of circumstances meant that her exposure to the group ended quickly, before she had spent any money. Many are not so insulated from the message when it gets dropped.
Amway sponsors may use Bumble BFF and LinkedIn to drop the message for their “e-commerce” platform. But go one layer deep, and, once a prospect signs up, they find themselves stuck inside the same old tools systems—Dexter Yager’s books, tapes, and functions, tweaked for the smartphone era.
Mimi was dropped the message by a woman, Lana, in 2018, when she was twenty-eight years old. She was sitting next to her at a bar in Brooklyn just a few miles away from Jenna. They both worked in restaurants, they discovered while chatting, and were tired of it. Mimi talked about how she hated the work, the long hours and rude customers, her aching back. But she had $5,000 in student loans to pay off and more in credit card debt. “What do you want out of life?” Lana asked. It felt a little bit heavy for weeknight bar conversation, but Mimi liked the intimacy.
Mimi thought she and the woman, Lana, were flirting, until they met up for lunch and Lana started talking about her mentors. She asked if Mimi would want someone to “walk through life” with her, to support her and give her guidance. Who wouldn’t want that? thought Mimi. From there, each time they met, Lana gave her a steady drip of small tasks to complete. Over a coffee, Lana suggested she read a book, The Go-Giver, by a man named Bob Burg, who got the concept from one of his favorite writers, Napoleon Hill. It was a hokey parable about an ambitious young man named “Joe” who works hard at a never-defined “trust corporation,” but only finds true success when a mysterious consultant named Pindar teaches him the “secret” to accumulating wealth: “Giving.”
The next week, Lana gave her an audio recording to listen to, of a talk given by a couple who “retired early.” The recording was bizarrely personal, in that the couple talked about how they had marriage troubles before the business they were in “saved” them. But Lana assured Mimi that even if she thought the book and the recording were corny, the mentorship was real. She convinced Mimi to fly down to Florida to meet with Lana’s mentors, who lived outside Miami. In a presentation they gave in a hotel ballroom, in front of a crowd in business casual attire, the mentors, an energetic couple who still worked in restaurants (they were not retired), finally explained that they were part of an organization called World Wide, and they worked with a company called Amway.
World Wide is not Britt World Wide. It is a branch of Britt’s group that used to be called World Wide Dream Builders, a spinoff founded by Ron and Georgia Lee Puryear, downlines of Britt who joined Amway in 1971. They started their tools company in 1978. By the 1990s, the Puryears were incredibly wealthy—they were known for a sprawling mansion they built in Post Falls, Idaho, in 1994, nicknamed “the Amway house.” By 1996, they had over 500,000 distributors in their downline in thirty countries according to the Spokesman-Review, about one in every five people selling Amway. Ron Puryear died in 2016, but his son has since taken over.
Mimi later learned that World Wide IBOs call her slow enrollment into the organization “the process.” Part of putting a prospect through the process, after DTM, was to go to those lunches and coffees (meet and greets, or “MG1” and “MG2”) and to give those small tasks like reading the book and listening to the audio recording, to test if a candidate is willing to follow directions. The steady flow of information also helps to prevent them from doing any googling of the group or research on their own. Though, if Mimi had googled World Wide, she would have found a sunny, spare-looking website that calls World Wide an “accredited and approved provider for Amway Training and Education.” It all looks very official and normal—slightly corporate and boring, even. In a welcome video that plays on the landing page, a blond woman in a blazer and glasses named Jen sits on a white leather chair facing the camera. “It’s a real place, with real people,” she assures the viewer.
Mimi finally joined World Wide and Amway a few months after meeting Lana. Everyone at the presentation in Florida had been so positive. Lana had warmly encouraged Mimi that she could be successful. When she signed up, she immediately spent hundreds of dollars: $100 to register for Amway; $60 monthly to register for membership to the World Wide app; $36 a month to pay for CommuniKate, the organization’s voice messaging service, a kind of an internal WhatsApp. Then she had to place her first order of Amway products via Amway’s automated ordering service, a system called “Ditto.” Lana explained her monthly Ditto order as her most important business expense—“Ditto over everything,” Mimi remembered in 2023. “Ditto over friend hangs. Ditto over rent.” Buying products was, perhaps counterintuitively, how Mimi was going to make money, Lana told her. Mimi was supposed to buy 100 points’ worth of products herself, which meant spending around $300, and get “clients” to buy 50 more every month. Mimi dutifully filled her cart on Amway’s website with items like XS, the Amway Energy drink; bottles of Perfect, Amway’s “Empowered” filtered water; XS protein powder; and Artistry makeup.
She was soon taught the World Wide Group mantra called C.O.R.E, which stood for “Change or Remain Employed,” a concept borrowed from Britt World Wide. Staying C.O.R.E. consumed Mimi’s every day. First, she was supposed to wake up and listen to an audio recording while she got ready for work. These were usually more copies of Amway speeches. On the train to the restaurant, she was supposed to read from one of the books the group recommended, also to be purchased in the app—even though there were cheaper places to buy them. Once she got to her shift, Mimi was supposed to have five DTM conversations with at least five people a day.
Staying C.O.R.E. also required attending all World Wide functions, of which there were many. Every month there were two “board plan” meetings, when sponsors would show the plan to prospects. Then she had to attend the major functions like Free Enterprise Day, tickets for which cost several hundred dollars. The larger World Wide functions were much more politically conservative, explicitly Christian, and whiter than Mimi’s regional World Wide Group was. Mimi had the left-leaning politics you might assume a young woman of color in Brooklyn has (one of Mimi’s parents is North African), and she tried to tune out couples’ speeches about women serving their husbands. She had been taught to block out the negative. She focused on the constant drum of motivation; people who came to the podium and said over and over again how World Wide and Amway had enabled them to quit working and give their families beautiful lives.
Two years into her Amway business, Mimi was still working as a server in the same restaurant as when she met Lana. Now, she was spending hundreds more dollars a month on tools and on products, which she discovered were very difficult to sell. A few close friends took pity on her, buying a tube of mascara or a pack of protein bars every so often, but she never made more than around $30 a month before expenses. There was an online system in which Mimi was supposed to track her “verified” customers, which is how Amway claims it enforces its own rules. But multiple former IBOs including Mimi told me the system was self-reported and easy to manipulate. When she was required to enter a customer’s information into the Amway website with unique numbers and emails, she would just make it up.
Mimi felt her world shrinking. Staying C.O.R.E. was sapping her of energy for anything else. She lost many of those friends who tired of getting cajoled into buying something they didn’t want. She repeatedly went to Lana for advice as she continued to lose money, and she always had a slew of ready-made responses to encourage her to push past her discomfort: You’re going to save someone’s life, she would say. This business isn’t for everyone. You’re going to get ten nos for every one yes. You don’t want to spread negativity or block someone else’s dream. Cross-lining, or talking to someone else at Mimi’s level in the business, was strictly forbidden, so she had no one else to go to, and no idea whether anyone else was struggling as much as she was.
What Mimi didn’t know is that her sponsors weren’t making money off selling Amway products, either. They were making money off her, off the tools, just like Yager had—now through the convenience of an app. Uplines were taking a cut every time she paid her membership fee. Every time she bought an audio recording or a book, paid for her Kate subscription, and bought a ticket to a function. Not to mention the checks they were getting from Amway every month for her Ditto purchases that added to their downline volume. As recently as 2007, former World Wide Group IBOs filed a class-action suit against World Wide, Britt World Wide, and Amway, alleging that the top sponsors make the majority of their revenue from the tools. Once again, as many IBOs had alleged before them, they claimed Amway was a pyramid scheme: Selling products was a joke, and people only made money on bringing other people in, and on the tools. In 2010, Amway had agreed to pay a $34 million settlement but admitted no wrongdoing. “We think the issues presented by that case are old problems,” an Amway spokesperson said when it was announced.
One night in Brooklyn at the end of 2021, Mimi was sitting at her computer, watching a digital stream of a major function that had gone online due to Covid restrictions (it still cost almost $90 to watch). During the pandemic, her uplines, like others across the country, urged their downlines to take advantage of the waves of new prospects sitting at home, just waiting for someone to drop the message. But the shutdown also produced a set of unintended consequences. Mimi was stuck at home too. The restaurant had laid her off. She had her stimulus check and unemployment benefits. Suddenly, after two years of staying C.O.R.E., she had been given an accidental moment of rest.
“In the middle of it, the light bulb went off,” she said two years later. “I don’t need to do this specific thing in this specific way to be successful in life. And I just quit. I didn’t even have, like, a drawn-out thing. It’s just disillusionment, and done.” She sent a message on Kate, the communications app, to her uplines, saying she had decided to end her membership. Lana, her sponsor, told her that World Wide would always be there if she wanted to come back. “The world is a judgmental place,” she warned. Mimi couldn’t force herself to actually tally up what she spent during her total time in World Wide, but she believes it was in excess of $15,000.
That was a huge amount of money for Mimi. It cost her savings and put her into debt she was still working off when I talked to her in 2023. But maybe in the grand scheme of things, $15,000 doesn’t seem like very much. It’s just a fraction of the cost of the financial fraud that inundated Americans during the pandemic, according to the FTC. It is certainly not the millions of dollars lost by victims in fraud stories that tend to grab the attention of the press, like Bernie Madoff’s investment Ponzi or Sam Bankman-Fried’s FTX cryptocurrency exchange.
But once you begin to think about how many IBOs like Mimi are paying into Amway and into tools systems every month, the numbers start to add up. The idea that Mimi, a woman my age, living and working in my same borough of New York City, was spending her days staying C.O.R.E. shook me enough. It’s far more disturbing to realize how many people across the country are doing it, too, at this very moment. The Amway downlines crisscross the United States like a net. I talked to former IBOs in Ohio, California, Pennsylvania, Florida, Colorado. I imagine them all like innumerable insects trapped in amber, or sleeping people suspended in the same nightmare. And many of them spent far more than $15,000. One young mother and her husband outside Houston, Texas, estimated they lost $120,000 over six years trying to build their business. At the end, before they quit, they were budgeting their entire life around buying Amway products. Their family of three was spending just $20 a week on groceries. “Nobody forced us to,” the woman told me. “But we already had a team at that point in time. And you have to be an example for your team, right? You’re not gonna stop being C.O.R.E.”
Of course, the company doesn’t have to report any of their internal metrics anywhere, so it involves some back-of-the-napkin math to try and estimate the total amount of money Americans are spending on Amway, and on the tools systems. But you can start with Amway’s claim that there were 300,000 IBOs in the United States in 2023; according to the 2023 income disclosure statement from the company, 66 percent of those IBOs were successful enough that they received at least one month of payment from Amway. One could be very generous in assuming that those people were successful because they were enrolled in a tools group that provided Business Support Materials. If those approximately 198,000 IBOs were enrolled in tools systems, and spending even a small amount on tools every month, say $50, that’s $9.9 million. Or $118.8 million a year.
As for Amway itself, if those people are spending even half of what Mimi did on her standing order of $300 of products a month on Ditto (which in my experience from talking to other IBOs is on the low end), that’s $29,700,000 per month they are paying Amway for their products alone.
And that’s just the United States.
Though it is impossible to say exactly how much, that money from IBOs like Mimi is certainly lining the pockets of the Amway founding families. The DeVoses and Van Andels still split 50/50 ownership of Alticor, the holding company that encompasses Amway North America, Amway Global, Access Business Group, which manufactures Amway products, and Amway’s hospitality company, AHC+, which owns hotels and restaurants in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and Peter Island, the Caribbean resort for Amway retreats. Alticor remains one of the United States’ largest privately owned companies, at number 70 in 2023 according to Forbes, above Staples and Chick-fil-A, but below SC Johnson and Koch Industries.
Alticor is structured as an S corporation, what is known as a “pass-through” entity, a kind of financial designation that means Alticor doesn’t pay a corporate income tax. Instead, the profits pass through to their owners, who pay individual income tax. In 2017, Donald Trump signed a tax plan into law that capped the pass-through rate at 25 percent, allowing the Alticor owners to hold even more money from IBOs. Betsy DeVos, who the Center for American Progress estimated saved between $3 and $5 million from the tax break, was paid at least $8 million from Alticor in 2017, though that is only the minimum amount she had to report on federal financial disclosure forms.
Betsy’s generation, the sons and daughters of Rich and Jay and their spouses, have expanded their sprawling financial portfolios far beyond Amway. The DeVos clan have a fortune so large they have a Family Office, the RDV Corporation, to manage it (and their ten boats and four planes), along with a Family Council of elected members. Betsy and her husband, Dick DeVos, have their personal investments managed by the Windquest Group and have holdings in private equity including their own firm, Ottawa Avenue Private Capital. They were early investors in Elon Musk’s SpaceX. Betsy’s litany of assets that appeared in her 2017 disclosures included stakes in a “Hawaiian lumber supplier serving residential and commercial builders and contractors” and an “Operator of BMW car dealerships in Beijing, Xian, Dalian, and Urumqi.” Middle son Dan DeVos is the CEO of the Orlando Magic basketball team, which the family bought in 1991, and himself owns an auto dealership empire called Fox Motors. On the Van Andel side, Steve, the eldest son, has stayed close to Amway as its cochairman, with Doug DeVos, an avid sailor who started a podcast called Believe!, in honor of one of his father’s books. Steve’s sister, Barbara, is on the board of the Heritage Foundation and is a homeschooling activist. Together the two families have transformed Grand Rapids into a fiefdom dotted with their last names on the buildings they own.
The third Amway generation is known as G3, and they have appeared in Amway campaign videos about the founding families. They have worked for the family firms and created their own venture capital funds and brands. Rick DeVos, Dick and Betsy’s son, started the Grand Rapids Art Prize; his brother bought a pickleball team. Some of them live like socialites, racing sailboats, attending museum galas and award ceremonies. Pamella Roland, the fashion designer, and her husband, Dan DeVos, give handsomely to the Whitney Museum and the Joffrey Ballet in New York City, in addition to anti-choice groups. Their daughter Cassandra DeVos got married at Princess Diana’s family home in England and had her wedding photos in the Daily Mail. Dick and Betsy’s daughter Andrea owns a cosmetics company, Woosh Beauty, which she has opted not to sell through Amway distributors.
The profits that power their lives come more directly from their IBOs than even Amway’s harshest critics realize. Not only do the members of the family, through Alticor, make a profit off every Nutrilite bottle, jug of L.O.C., and Artistry makeup palette an IBO buys from the company as the manufacturer of those products. They are also technically an upline sponsor. The Ja-Ri Corporation, the original holding position of Jay Van Andel and Richard DeVos, the very first Amway IBO distributorship, still exists at the top of the Amway downline. As recently as 2024, it was a registered corporation in Michigan, with representatives from both families listed as officers. This is a fact that was never disputed when it was presented in Procter & Gamble’s 1997 lawsuit against Amway. “The same families that own Amway,” the suit alleged, “also own the highest level active distributor, Ja-Ri, to which all other distributors ultimately report.” If that remains true, it means that, in addition to making money as the owners of the Amway corporation, the Amway heirs are in theory making money as distributors themselves, as the single highest position in the downline that connects every person who joins Amway across the entire world, whether she is in Brooklyn, Belgium, or Botswana.
Amway still bills itself as a capitalist fairy tale, a free enterprise utopia in which the market separates the winners from the losers. But the family’s position in the downline gives up the whole game for what it is. They are their own tiny men behind Oz the Great and Powerful. 
If they are the most successful distributors in Amway, it’s impossible that the “business opportunity” works as the company says it does, which is by selling products to customers. “As an Amway Independent Business Owner (IBO), you cannot earn money by merely sponsoring or recruiting others,” the company income disclosure statement reads. The word cannot appears in bold. And yet it is precisely what the founders have done. It’s absurd to imagine that any of the Amway heirs sell soap. Nor do they preside over teams of successful soap salesmen, who have made it so they can kick back and relax like the little figure on the top of the pyramid in the first Amway ads from 1964. The same income disclosure makes clear what is actually happening: 98.7 percent of people in Amway still don’t reach any of the levels of achievement in the company. The vast majority of Amway participants sell and make almost nothing. Rather than building their fortunes through other people’s successes, the Amway families have wrung their wealth out of the failures of countless Americans. They have drained it—are draining it—from their dreams.
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In 2024, Amway celebrated the ninetieth anniversary of Nutrilite, Carl Rehnborg’s vitamin company. It had been nearly one hundred years since the struggling salesman first created his homemade alfalfa supplement in a shed on Balboa Island and called himself a doctor. To mark the occasion, Amway began celebrating in the fall of 2023. Doug DeVos and Steve Van Andel, along with Sam Rehnborg, Carl’s son, took a tour across the company’s biggest markets, all of which are in Asia. All three men look like near-copies of their fathers: Van Andel is six foot four and soft-spoken, the effusive DeVos is a former quarterback (rather than a cheerleader), and Rehnborg has Carl Sr.’s slightly elfin Scandinavian features. On December 5, they appeared together onstage in Kuala Lumpur with other Amway executives at an event called Nutrilite Experience Day, standing on a row of treadmills to symbolize Rehnborg’s dedication to good health and wellness. Mytinger and Casselberry, the two men who had invented the MLM model that had turned Rehnborg’s failure into a multibillion-dollar empire, were not mentioned in the proceedings.
Doug DeVos posted a photo on Instagram of himself and Van Andel, wearing green Nutrilite T-shirts, taking a selfie with a crowd of cheering IBOs in the background. Dozens of other IBOs of many different nationalities came to comment under it, leaving hundreds of positive emojis and grateful thoughts. Very occasionally they voiced their grievances: “I don’t understand, how does Amway make money?” one user asked. “I tried becoming an IBO and nobody ever told me to sell products. All they ever did was tell me to BUY products and tell other people to join and buy products, but if they do AMWAY full time, then there is no money being made at all. So where does it come from??” The comment has since been deleted.
Will anyone ever do anything about multilevel marketing? That’s the question I found myself asking when I saw DeVos’s photo. In that moment, and in many moments after, I was tempted to say no. There are many decades’ worth of evidence that indicate the world’s most high-profile MLM company, the one that set the guidelines that govern the entire industry, has never operated the way it claims to operate, nor has it ever meaningfully acted to change its business model over six decades.
That does not mean that people aren’t still trying to do something about it. During multilevel marketing’s pandemic boom, a wave of online anti-MLM backlash that had been building for several years against the “huns,” the pejorative coined for uplines who approach their prospects with a sorority-style pet name like “hun” or “babe,” reached new heights. The active r/antiMLM forum on Reddit, where Jenna had gone to find out more about Amway, ballooned from just over 30,000 members in 2018 to over 840,000 in 2024. These new activists, a majority of whom were women, breathed a lively, grassroots-style energy into the movement for MLM reform, which had been hobbling along after the Herbalife debacle failed to change anything about the industry. They were often able to get results faster than any government warning letter could. In 2021, YouTubers and other anti-MLMers infiltrated BlackOxygen Organics, the company selling miracle bags of dirt, and collected enough evidence of outlandish health claims that the company was forced to respond, leading to intervention from the FDA.
The older denizens of the movement embraced their new allies. In May of 2021, William Keep, a marketing professor at the College of New Jersey who worked for many years as an expert witness for the FTC and other law enforcement agencies, and had consulted with Bill Ackman, convened a new virtual conference called “Multi-level Marketing: The Consumer Protection Challenge.” Along with FTC staff members, foreign government regulators, academics, journalists, and a contingent of social media activists, he assembled the long-suffering cadre of professional MLM skeptics. There was Peter Vander Nat, the FTC’s retired pyramid expert nicknamed “the Kraken.” There was Douglas Brooks, the lawyer who had sued Herbalife. There was Eric Scheibeler, who had left Amway, published his book about his experience in the Yager downline, and been sued by the company for defamation. There was Bruce Craig, the former assistant attorney general from Wisconsin, who had exposed how little Amway Diamonds were making in his state in 1983, and who had begged FTC Chair Robert Pitofsky in 2000 to reconsider the Amway Rules. And there was Robert FitzPatrick, who had recently self-published his second book on multilevel marketing called Ponzinomics. Many of them were past middle age now, and the conference had the exhausted but excited feeling of a last stand.
In addition to their new comrades from the internet, they were buoyed by something that had not seemed possible in many years: regulatory momentum.
After taking office in 2021, Biden had nominated a new commissioner to the FTC: antitrust lawyer and legal scholar Lina Khan, the face of what conservative think tanks sneeringly called the “hipster antitrust” movement. Khan was part of a younger, post–Great Recession cohort of regulators who built their careers in the wake of the financial crisis. She signaled that she wanted to invigorate the agency in a way it hadn’t been invigorated since the 1970s, when Michael Pertschuk and other consumer protection enthusiasts spurred on the FTC’s rulemaking binge. In 2020, Khan coauthored a paper urging the FTC to be more active in rulemaking; it could create much larger reforms, and much faster, the paper argued, than regulating specific companies on a case-by-case basis could.
When she joined the commission, Khan was true to her word. In June of 2021, a month after Keep’s first conference, the FTC announced that the Business Opportunity Rule, from which the Direct Selling Association had successfully managed to exempt itself in 2011, was up for its ten-year review. This time, multilevel companies might be included. Khan didn’t stop there. Eight months later, in February 2022, the commission announced that the agency would be proposing an additional new rule regarding Deceptive or Unfair Earnings Claims for so-called money-making opportunities. In addition to “coaching or mentoring schemes, work-from-home, e-commerce gig companies and employers,” the announcement said it would also apply to MLM.
The direct-selling industry took the FTC’s announcements as a declaration of war. Maybe Khan would be the commissioner to finally upend the nearly fifty-year status quo that had allowed MLM to operate essentially unimpeded by federal regulators. New rules could effectively put the industry out of business. The FTC could, in theory, hold MLMs to new restrictions like a seven-day cooling-off period, which would require a recruiter to wait a week between offering a business opportunity and signing someone up. Or they could be forced by law to name the company they worked for up front, instead of advertising “mentorship.” “They’re dusting off old settled rules and finding new ways to hurt businesses in the channel,” the CEO of a company that sells compliance software to multilevel marketers worried. “At the same time, a groundswell of anti-influencers on YouTube and Reddit are making a good living generating memes that mock and deride the model.”
The Direct Selling Association immediately pushed back publicly on the FTC and called on its allies in Congress. The industry’s friendliest politicians, including Marsha Blackburn and Mitt Romney, submitted letters to the commission saying how damaging a stricter Business Opportunity Rule would be to the millions of “micro-entrepreneurs” relying on MLM, as did the United States Chamber of Commerce.
The rulemaking procedure for the FTC is onerous and time-consuming, as evidenced by the five years it took to pass the Business Opportunity Rule in the first place. The commission first announced it intended to make the regulation in 2006; it wasn’t implemented until 2011. Nevertheless, the rulemaking gears began grinding under Khan. After the announcement of the Earnings Claims Rule, the next step was opening the Federal Register for public comment from the American people, which the FTC did in March 2022. One thousand six hundred and seventy-two people sent messages.
When I was in Amway in 2018, I was told that all I had to do was “recruit 6 people into the business” and I will be “sitting on the beaches of the world” in reality, I LOST money.
I watched my mother go into thousands of dollars of debt trying build a Mary Kay business when I was younger
I’ve been in Amway for 3 years and it was like a cult, specifically World Wide Dream Builders which is now known as World Wide Group
My family was very negatively impacted by the MLM scam Herbalife The time that my dad spent trying to work his “business” drove our family into deep, deep debt (he was pressured to buy lots of excess inventory and useless “marketing materials,” most of which I threw away myself while cleaning out our family home after it went into foreclosure.
The MLM consumer protection conference continued in 2022 and 2023. But by the fourth iteration in May 2024, one conference attendee was missing: Robert FitzPatrick, who had been formally disinvited by Bill Keep. The two men were no longer on speaking terms. FitzPatrick had become increasingly critical of the regulators at the FTC who would be attending the conference, and his colleagues who support them, such that Keep had decided FitzPatrick was too much of a liability. A rift formed, and FitzPatrick was on one side all on his own.
“The whole business of MLM in the law is this pretense that it’s a business, a real business,” FitzPatrick told me sometime in 2021, before he had been disinvited but when tensions had started to increase. “They’ve created this unicorn. So if there’s a legal dispute, the FTC is claiming that some principle or law was violated. And, therefore, we need an expert to come in and say, ‘Well, let’s sort out legitimate from illegitimate MLM.’ ”
To FitzPatrick, the effort to regulate MLM with more trade rules is ludicrous. The FTC has accepted that there is a difference between something called the pyramid scheme and a business model called multilevel marketing, as if they haven’t always been intertwined. As if Nutrilite, which launched the largest and most prominent multilevel marketing company in the world, Amway, did not also launch some of the most notorious pyramid schemes in history. As if they aren’t all doing the same thing. In FitzPatrick’s view, until the government bans multilevel marketing entirely, nothing will ever change.
But the FTC participates in the fantasy, according to FitzPatrick, and so he has been ostracized for refusing to go along. To him, there are no “good apples” and “bad apples” in MLM. All the apples—all the barrels, every branch, the whole tree—is rotten. “You cannot say all MLMs are essentially identical, and they’re all pyramid schemes. You can’t say that. That’s the dividing line,” FitzPatrick said. He no longer gets expert witness work because of it. Keep, Vander Nat, Brooks, and the rest, on the other hand, still do, and they are enabling the whole racket, even as they try to help victims. The FTC is so complicit it goes beyond enabling—FitzPatrick has come to see the commission as being in cahoots with the political forces that protect MLM. It has opened him to accusations that he’s become a conspiracy theorist or a crackpot.
“Robert has always asked me, ‘Well, why don’t you speak out more?’ ” Vander Nat responded when I brought up FitzPatrick’s criticism. For nearly thirty years, since his first pyramid cases in the 1990s up through his retirement in 2014, Vander Nat did just what FitzPatrick accused him of doing: supported the idea that there is a legitimate way to operate a multilevel marketing company. Of course, in his perspective, he was doing so to help the FTC win their pyramid scheme cases. As “the Kraken,” it was Vander Nat’s job to get on the stand and help the commission’s lawyers argue why certain companies were not operating as a principled MLM company would operate from an economic perspective—that they didn’t have enough retail business, say, or that their rewards were based too much on recruiting. In 2002, Vander Nat and Keep synthesized some of that expert witness work and came up with a theoretical mathematical model for a legitimate MLM company.
In many ways, Vander Nat, who retired in 2014, is the ideal MLM critic. Polite, friendly, and professorial, his approach to enforcement is eminently reasonable and objective—empirical. I could see how he was effective in a courtroom. His approach, and the FTC’s, had clear benefits. When trying to successfully convince a judge that a multilevel marketing company was a pyramid scheme, it helped to be able to show what the opposite looked like. “The math was just to show in theory what might be true and what could be true,” Vander Nat told me about the model he and Keep created. It was an exercise, a hypothetical version of what MLM purports to be.
But Vander Nat has also never actually found a “legitimate” MLM, one that fits the criteria of that hypothetical model. In that light, perhaps there really cannot be legitimate MLM. Perhaps there never has been. And the FTC—even in taking down fraudulent companies—is furthering the same public relations campaign DeVos, Van Andel, and the rest of the Direct Selling Association started in the 1970s to avoid regulation in the first place. That’s why instead of making new trade regulations regarding MLM, FitzPatrick wants the “business model” tossed out, and the Amway case itself revisited.
Vander Nat considers that option as equally ludicrous as FitzPatrick considers the notion of “legitimate multilevel marketing.” “The FTC as a government agency allowed already in the Koscot decision, then Amway, that there was in principle a way to do multilevel marketing,” Vander Nat told me. Regardless of whether regulators would make the same decision now, the precedent it set is “a box,” he said. That’s how the law works. 
“Once you’re boxed in like that, where you have allowed it to be legal under the right conditions, you always have to follow that line of thought.” Vander Nat’s pie-in-the-sky hope is that Congress passes a federal law banning pyramid schemes, which would unyoke enforcement from the precedent of those past cases like Amway entirely. Given the political connections on the side of direct selling, however, and Congress’s ability to pass legislation at all, that seems impossible too.
When I asked Keep about FitzPatrick’s self-imposed exile, he argued something similar to Vander Nat: To remain in the game, you have to play by the rules. Otherwise, there would be no expert to call upon to refute the well-funded fellows of the Direct Selling Education Foundation. “Robert only has one sentence to say,” Keep told me in 2023, “that all MLMs are inherently pyramid schemes and should be against the law. Do I think from a tactical, practical standpoint, that it’s helpful to say that, that they’re all pyramid schemes, and the only solution is to shut them down in any effort that falls short of that is not worth it? I don’t agree with that at all. I mean, the FTC doesn’t care about Robert FitzPatrick or what he thinks.”
The review of the Business Opportunity Rule and the new rulemaking on Earnings Claims were still in process when the 2024 consumer conference, from which FitzPatrick was uninvited, took place. It could take several more years for them to be finalized. If they are, and they haven’t been watered down first like the Business Opportunity Rule was, it is all but certain that the members of the Direct Selling Association will vigorously challenge them. The industry has signaled it would call upon its caucus members to use their powers under the Congressional Review Act. After a new rule is made by a federal agency, members of Congress are allowed to try and pass a resolution of disapproval within sixty days. If the president signs the resolution, the rule is void. If that tactic doesn’t work, any rules will likely be immediately challenged in the courts, as the FTC’s 2024 rule banning noncompete clauses in employment contracts was in Texas hours after the agency voted to approve it.
After all that, whatever rule or rules survive, it is hard to imagine that the FTC will have the ability to adequately enforce them. The FTC can’t even enforce the rules it already has on the handful of companies it has chosen to make an example of, as demonstrated by my trip to the Herbalife Nutrition Club in Brooklyn, in violation of several company policies. When I visited the club, Herbalife’s seven-year probation period after it settled with the FTC in 2016, during which it was subject to yearly review by a compliance monitor, had recently ended. I asked for the compliance records through a Freedom of Information Act request, to see if Herbalife provided data that proved its business model had really changed. The records arrived heavily redacted and virtually unreadable, a thicket of black bars on every page.
“We have obviously limited tools, the case law that we have, the statutes that we have. And within those constraints, we are trying to do a lot of different things to address the problems that we see,” said Kati Daffan, assistant director of the Division of Marketing Practices within the FTC’s Bureau of Consumer Protection, the “fraud shop” that polices MLM. The entire Federal Trade Commission has around just twelve hundred employees. Daffan said they are inundated with a “huge portfolio” of scams. “Telemarketing scams. How to make money on the internet, how to make money with the stock market, how to make money with artificial intelligence. Email scams.” Despite the volume of work in this area of consumer protection alone, the FTC “continue[s] to lack sufficient funding,” the agency told Congress in 2023.
The headwinds that regulators like Lina Khan are facing in stepping up regulatory action at all—and not just on multilevel marketing—are not only coming from the Right, or from the Reagan Revolution’s coalition of big business and small “entrepreneurs” that swatted down the activist FTC during KidVid. Now the concept of “self-regulation” pioneered by the direct-selling industry many decades ago is venerated by the capitalist class at large, particularly in Silicon Valley. Strict contracts with noncompete and arbitration clauses, reliance on temporary and contract labor—these trends that evade government oversight were first implemented by MLM but have been embraced by American private companies across many industries. The DSA’s allies extend way beyond MLM companies; they are tech behemoths like Uber and Amazon. These companies stood shoulder to shoulder with the DSA in lobbying against the 2021 PRO Act, which would make it easier for employees to organize a union. When the FTC proposed its rule banning noncompetes, the Direct Selling Association spoke out against it with Apple and Amazon as well as the National Retail Federation and the American Hospital Association. The CEOs and founders of companies that have true markets, true products, true employees, and true customers seem to share the MLM industry’s interests in that they, too, would like to do almost entirely whatever they want.
These circumstances are enough to make even the FTC’s defenders somewhat resigned. “It’s all very discouraging,” Vander Nat admitted. He compared the commission to “a policeman who writes a traffic ticket and he gets this particular speeder, but in the meantime, ten cars are speeding by.”
“I’m optimistic,” Brooks told me, “just because I want to stay sane. And because there’s no point in doing anything if you give up hope.” 
FitzPatrick, for his part, reminded me that the epilogue in Ponzinomics is titled “No Hope and None Required.” The second part is important. “You don’t have to have hope to speak the truth about what multilevel marketing really is,” he said.
The debate between FitzPatrick and his colleagues gets at the heart of the conflict that has always plagued the FTC and its budget: whether and how much government should be allowed to inhibit commerce. The Federal Trade Commission is still empowered by the same two concepts that have been its mandate since 1938: unfairness and deception. It can go after a business for unfair or deceptive acts and practices. But since the New Right roared back at the FTC during KidVid in 1979, it does so only because these acts are anticompetitive. They upend the conditions of the market. If companies can get ahead of others by cheating and lying, then the market is not truly functioning in its ideal egalitarian conditions. This has allowed the FTC, like most federal agencies, to protect Americans in an incredibly narrowed scope. We are taken care of consumers—not as human beings. The priority remains the marketplace, and our ability to buy and sell within it. If you accept this prevailing consensus—that an unfettered free market will sufficiently order the world—the FTC’s role is to be a referee on the field, blowing the whistle but not changing the rules.
If you don’t accept it, then multilevel marketing and the damage it has wrought is a kind of canary in the coal mine, a portent of a future when all human relationships are defined as buyer and seller, sponsor and prospect. MLM foreshadows the failure of a society that entrusts the care of its citizens, their independence, the administration of democracy itself to the forces of capitalism. Rather than deliver infinite abundance, the majority will lose.
Vander Nat, Brooks, Keep, and FitzPatrick have been speaking out about MLM long enough that hope is indeed running out, at least the hope that they might see progress on the problem of multilevel marketing in their own lifetimes. Bruce Craig, the former Wisconsin assistant attorney general and a mentorlike figure to the group, passed away in 2022 at eighty-four. Jon M. Taylor, the former Nu Skin distributor in Utah and founder of the Consumer Awareness Institute that published the oft-cited figure that 99.9 percent of people fail in MLM, died in 2018 at eighty-one.
On a video call in 2023, Brooks wanted to show me something Taylor had given him. He got up from his computer and rummaged around in a closet behind him, emerging with a cardboard cylinder. He opened it and unrolled a large piece of paper within, several feet wide, more like a banner, covered in what looked like dots. He unfolded yet another piece of the bottom half of the paper again, revealing even more dots, like stars in a constellation, or members of a giant family tree. It was a map made by Taylor, Brooks said, of the number of people who would need to be actively buying Nu Skin products for one person to achieve “Blue Diamond” status in the company, at the top of the compensation plan. The lone circle at the top had nests of circles under it, branching off from one another, spreading, becoming more concentrated toward the bottom of the poster as Brooks held it open with his arms wide. There must have been thousands of dots—if Taylor had counted, Brooks couldn’t remember the number.
Taylor had given copies of the printout away to participants at another conference decades earlier, a gimmick to try and drive his message home, a terrifying visual display of the real odds every MLM participant faces when they join the greatest opportunity in the world. “But the system is saying to you, well, the reason you failed is because you’re a failure,” Brooks explained. “It’s not because you’ve never had a chance. It’s not because you were the dot on the bottom of this chart. It’s because you just didn’t work hard enough.”
Looking at it that way, from the perspective of a dot on the bottom of the mountainous stack of people, looking up at my chances, FitzPatrick’s desire to burn the whole thing down didn’t seem like an extreme reaction. It seemed undeniably sane.
As the rulemaking process grinds on, the Amway heirs continue to use their enormous wealth to further the political vision of the founders. Members of the second and third generations have consistently funded the Alticor PAC, Amway’s political lobbying outfit. The major family foundations of DeVos, Van Andel, and their children, worth tens of millions of dollars each, continue to donate across a range of think tanks and evangelical causes that support their goals of dismantling the welfare state, extreme deregulation, and the return of Judeo-Christian values in every school, workplace, and family.
The DeVoses and Van Andels are enmeshed in the same dark money groups as major right-wing donors like the Kochs, Mercers, and Waltons, from the large ATM feeder funds like Donors Trust to secretive networking organizations like the Council for National Policy. Their money is funneled still to the Reagan-era policy factories like the American Enterprise Institute, the Mackinac Center, the Federalist Society, and the Claremont Institute, to militant Christian organizations like Focus on the Family, the Acton Institute, Americans for Prosperity, and the International Women’s Forum. All these various actors have worked to help fill the federal judiciary with members who have openly pledged constitutional originalism, ready to help overturn Supreme Court decisions that have enshrined civil rights like Roe v. Wade, which justices successfully did on June 24, 2022.
In 2024, many of the aforementioned groups came together to attempt to overturn the so-called Chevron doctrine, which previously upheld judicial deference in implementing federal regulations. It was a precedent that forced the courts to defer to agencies like the FTC to set rules, within reason, to address gaps in federal law. Lined up behind them were representatives of the tobacco, vaping, firearm, chemical, and oil and gas industries. If they won, it would mean that individual judges would instead be able make decisions on everything from environmental safety to drug regulations, rather than the informed experts of federal agencies. Upending Chevron would amount to a significant tear in the fabric of the welfare state established by the New Deal. A Michigan court referred to Chevron when it prevented Betsy DeVos from forcing Michigan public schools to share public CARES Act funds with private institutions in 2020.
On June 28, 2024, the Chevron doctrine was overturned. “The end of Chevron is very, very significant for the direct selling channel, which has for decades been at the mercy of the FTC,” a lawyer who represents MLM companies told Direct Selling News in the aftermath. The Court had already delivered another significant win for multilevel marketing three years earlier, in 2021, when it ruled in favor of AMG Capital Management, a predatory payday lender, in severely limiting the monetary relief the agency can seek for consumers harmed by fraudulent businesses.
One of the nearest and dearest causes to the DeVos and Van Andel families remains the Heritage Foundation, of which Jay Van Andel was a founding trustee, and where there is a Richard and Helen DeVos Center for Life, Religion, and Family. In April 2023, Heritage published a 920-page policy book called Project 2025, a transition document for a future second Trump administration—and beyond. Project 2025, according to the document, is a prescription for the next conservative president but also a vision for the future of the movement at large.
Project 2025 lays out a plan not to make the government smaller, but to use it as a brutal instrument: policy prescriptions included ending access to the abortion pill mifepristone, easing child labor laws, dismantling the administrative state, and empowering the executive branch, including finishing what Betsy DeVos attempted as secretary and eliminating the Department of Education. There is also a section devoted to independent contractors; Project 2025 recommends that the next president return to Trump-era rules that made it easier to designate workers as temporary contractors rather than full-time employees. “Roughly 60 million Americans across all income groups, ages, education levels, races, and household types participate in independent work, including full-time, part-time, or as a ‘side hustle,’ ” the document reads. “People choose independent work for a variety of reasons, including flexibility, earnings potential, and the desire to be one’s own boss.”
The foreword to the policy book was written by President Kevin D. Roberts, a former college history professor turned think tank CEO, whose appointment was announced in 2021 by Heritage board Chair Barb Van Andel-Gaby, Jay’s daughter. (“He will ensure that our unprecedented influence on Capitol Hill continues,” Van Andel-Gaby said.) Roberts opens the foreword by invoking an important year: 1979, the year of the Amway decision. He compares the current moment to that one, when “the United States and the conservative movement were in dire straits,” yet righted themselves by coming together just in time to elect Ronald Reagan. The country again has a chance for revolution, to “champion the dynamic genius of free enterprise against the grim miseries of elite-directed socialism.” His foreword could have come directly out of one of Rich DeVos and Jay Van Andel’s “Business Viewpoint” newspaper columns in the 1980s.
The ideas in Project 2025, when it was first published, were fascistic enough that even Donald Trump distanced himself from the document. Its contents were reminiscent of the views of the eugenicists with whom William Casselberry studied and worked in the 1930s, who warned against the dangers of unmarried women and the rise of birth control, the need to encourage white birth rates and to preserve the nuclear family—before Casselberry met Lee Mytinger and invented a system that conscripted people into a strict hierarchy that sucked up their money, their energy, and their time, all while telling them it made them free. Project 2025 conjured a future society run by an autocratic executive and ordered by insular family dynasties that are headed by white men, cared for by women. Regulatory oversight is nonexistent. Work is constant, temporary, and unpredictable. People are guaranteed nothing from each other.
It was alarmingly undemocratic. Some compared this future to Gilead, the fictional patriarchal dystopia of Margaret Atwood’s Handmaid’s Tale.
To me it sounded like multilevel marketing.



22
SOAR LIKE NEVER BEFORE

The lobby of the Omni hotel in Dallas was filled with women in colored jackets, moving in clusters like schools of fish, divided into red, pink, tweed, black, and brown. Occasionally an immaculate Tiffany-blue blazer would appear and part the seas—the sign of a National Sales Director making her way through the lower ranks. A murmur would travel through the crowd as the other ladies watched her clack her stilettos across the lobby floor, greeting them in a cloud of perfume. It was the second day of the sixtieth Mary Kay Seminar in July 2023, and I had forgotten to pack heels.
Just like the first one held by Mary Kay Ash, the Mary Kay convention takes place every July, when Dallas is sweltering. Inside the Omni and the Kay Bailey Hutchison Convention Center next door, however, it was frigid. In 1963, Ash had served her chicken salad one night in a warehouse with folding chairs for seating; in 2023, thousands of consultants pay $225 to $250 for a ticket to three days of speeches, trainings, and awards ceremonies inside the city’s biggest corporate venue, which transforms into a Mary Kay wonderland. The exterior of the Omni is lit up in pink lights that spell out MARY KAY. Pink Cadillacs line the entrance.
I wanted to go to Seminar because after learning everything I could about why thousands of women join and leave multilevel marketing every day, I still felt like I was missing something: why they stayed. I had cataloged MLM’s harms, and its heartbreaks felt visceral to me. But what participants get out of it, even the ones who feel they’ve been duped, scammed, and hurt at the end, remained at a remove. Convention—the apotheosis of a multilevel marketer’s year, when all her effort pays off, when she and her sisters can celebrate one another and their accomplishments—seemed like the closest I was ever going to get.
Making the trip wasn’t as easy as deciding to go and going. MLMs are sealed universes, conventions in particular, which aren’t open to the public. I needed an insider’s help. I had been talking to Monique, a former Mary Kay independent beauty consultant, about her experience in the company over the course of almost two years, and she agreed to help me get into Seminar. We debated together whether I could sign up as a beauty consultant on the Mary Kay website under a random consultant, officially become one myself, buy a ticket, and attend. But more than one lawyer told me it wasn’t a good idea to sign the company’s employment agreement. If I did, I would become subject to a number of wide-ranging restrictions on conduct, including agreeing to litigation in Texas should Mary Kay decide it wanted to sue me. My only choice was to try and slip in unnoticed. Monique helped me figure out what to pack: dresses, sweaters for the arena, snacks for sitting in the convention for hours—if I got in. She told me she thought I had a chance to go unnoticed if I stayed in the hotel attached to the convention center and attended the most crowded events. “All the ladies will be so excited, no one will be looking for someone who isn’t supposed to be there,” she told me.
Mary Kay divides its American consultants into four sections: Sapphire, Ruby, Diamond, and Emerald. The groups are staggered over two weeks; there would be about five thousand women with me at Sapphire Seminar, the first in the rotation. On the morning after my arrival, on Day 2, I got in the back of the line snaking in front of the Omni’s coffee bar. The woman behind me introduced herself as Cynthia from El Paso; she had driven nine hours by car. “Cheaper than flying!” she chirped. It was her first Seminar. Cynthia was also an Uber driver.
In addition to their Seminar ticket, consultants have to pay for their own transportation and room and board, though uplines insist they get their downlines a good group rate if they book through them. I understood why Cynthia drove. Saving money is no excuse for dressing down or neglecting to represent the Mary Kay image, however. One National Sales Director encourages her consultants to dress up for the trip even if they’re just at the wheel of their own car: “Nothing is worse than seeing Consultants and Directors scrambling out of a car, junk food bags flying, watching them race to the bathroom and attempt a clothes change before getting caught,” she cautions in a Seminar guide.
I left the coffee line after a few minutes and wandered through the glass-covered skybridge that connected the hotel to the convention center, passing various meeting rooms where classes and trainings were being held for consultants. There was a two-hour class for Mary Kay spouses, who walked around the convention in their own SPOUSE badges, during which they would “listen to experienced entrepreneurial spouses” and “learn how they could positively impact” their wives’ businesses.
Attendance at the classes was not optional, just as nonoptional as Seminar was. In the lead-up to the event, uplines had been stressing to their downlines that just one interaction, training, or speech could be enough to change their entire business. The classic retort when a new recruit says they can’t afford to go to Seminar is they can’t afford not to attend. One woman on the convention center stage later bragged that she would be at Seminar unless she was “dead or dilated.”
No one stopped me as I walked around the convention center, but there were staff members at the entrance to the meeting rooms checking the consultants’ badges, which they wore on lanyards. I didn’t have one, of course—but I held my sweater tight around my neck because it was so cold, as Monique had warned me it would be, which also happened to hide my lack of credentials. As a group of women approached the main hall, I saw an opportunity. I held my breath and fell in with them. The group ferried me through the double doors.
The entrance to the main hall had a red carpet leading into four massive sections of stadium seating. The whole arena glowed in neon pink light, emanating from the large stage at the center, flanked by tall screens. A Future Executive Senior Sales Director named Danielle, a brunette pastor’s wife from Michigan, was speaking about the power of signs from God. She was in the middle of a story about a woman she had met at the grocery store. Danielle had offered to give her a Mary Kay facial. Later in the day, the woman met her at her house and began telling her about her life as she was taking off her shoes. “What church do you go to?” the woman asked, to which Danielle responded, “How do you know I go to church?”
“Because this morning my husband got back from Afghanistan,” the woman told her. “And my newborn son has been in the NICU. And my husband brought all these things home with him from war and everything is different because he’s never met our son. And I’ve been by myself. And I cried out to God”—here Danielle paused for effect—‘If you are here still here, send me a stranger!’ And the next moment you said hello to me.” The crowd gasped, then began clapping at the miracle. “Oh my god,” a woman next to me breathed. “The stories like this go on and on,” Danielle cried over the clapping. “Two out of three people say they are lonely, and we have a business platform to go enrich them.”
After the session in the main hall concluded, women streamed out of the doors under the magenta lights as Starship’s “We Built This City” blasted. Some attendees were already holding their heeled shoes in their hands, taking a break to stand in their pantyhose on the concrete floor. I tucked myself into another group of women and walked with them into a different giant room: the expo. Consultants waited to take photos while posing in a purple armchair under a banner with the words Soar Like Never Before!, which was that year’s Seminar theme.
Behind several makeup counters, Mary Kay employees showed consultants new products. They weren’t allowed to take home any samples yet. There were many opportunities for the consultants to buy other things, however, like business cards ($24.99), personalized pens (five for $15), cosmetic totes, roller bags, event banners. If they needed help buying them, they could sign up nearby for the Mary Kay Rewards Visa credit card, which they could use on-site, before it arrived in the mail.
The main attractions were the cars, parked in the middle of the room in a display near what was supposedly Mary Kay Ash’s actual 1995 blush pink Cadillac, cordoned off behind a red rope. Posing for a photo with a pink Cadillac, even arranging to go to a dealership just to see one, is common practice among beauty consultants, so the opportunity to do so at Seminar was a premium. The Seminar attendees took photos of each other smiling behind the wheel, or standing next to the open door with a hand on the hip. They exclaimed how much they loved the interior and the beauty of the leather seating. The photos would appear on their Facebook or Instagram accounts later with proclamations of how next year they would be driving a pink Cadi themselves.
As I watched the women shuffle in and out of the cars, I thought about the disclaimer that is now supposed to appear on social media depictions of the pink Cadillac: the company’s statistic that only 1.5 percent of Mary Kay consultants reach the rank of Independent Sales Director, and only 10 percent of those directors earn the use of the car.
In the expo, by the Cadillacs, a woman standing next to me in a red jacket was getting impatient with all the people in front of us in line, who were posing in what seemed like ever more elaborate ways with their dream cars, their smiles beaming out under the fluorescent lighting. “I have a thousand pictures next to a Cadillac,” she muttered to me under her breath. “It doesn’t get the work done.”
That evening marked the most important event of Mary Kay Seminar: Awards night. “Night” is somewhat misleading given that the proceedings started around 3 P.M. Women began appearing an hour before that in the hallways of the Omni decked out in full-length gowns, gloves, and tiaras. Their excitement was infectious. I opted for a plain black dress in an effort to be inconspicuous. In the elevator I listened to a group compliment one another as we rode down twenty floors. “We have to sparkle!” one said by way of explanation to me. In the lobby the spouses hung in the background, most of them in polo shirts.
Over in the convention center, when the doors to the main hall opened and the crowd spilled inside, I had another chance to sneak in with them, weaving around groups of women who stopped to take photos on the red carpet outside the area. I headed to a section in a high corner, hoping I could choose a seat in a deserted location, but quickly realized that the hall would be full. No one missed Awards night. A tall bald man in a suit walked up the stairs and gave me a wide smile, his SPOUSE tag dutifully hanging from his neck. He sat down and turned to chat. “First Seminar?” he asked me. I told him yes. What was I hoping to learn? I told him I was hoping to make more money. My regular job required long hours and didn’t pay me enough money (not untrue). “Wouldn’t it be nice if Mary Kay could do that for you?” he asked, nodding in fatherly empathy. “That’s what Mary Kay wanted—there weren’t opportunities for women, so she started her company to give them the same opportunities as men.”
My new friend and I were sitting in what was essentially the nosebleed section, with the consultants who accordingly ranked lowest. Women higher up in the comp plan sat down below. Those up for the biggest awards got to go to a private “Royalty Reception,” at which they had been treated to nonalcoholic drinks and appetizers. (Mary Kay once offered a famed VIP mashed potato bar, served in martini glasses, but the company discontinued it a few years ago.) National Sales Directors pulled up in their pink Cadillacs or hired limousines as their units waited outside the convention center, like fans at the Oscars. I watch the consultants around me sitting in their gowns in folding chairs flicking through footage of the Royalty Reception on Facebook, liking and commenting.
When the lights went down, a group of performers in turquoise Moulin Rouge–style costumes took the stage to sing “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend.” At the end of the song, they transitioned into the show tune “It’s Not Where You Start,” as the National Sales Directors, in white dresses and their Tiffany blue spangly jackets, paraded onto the stage. As the song crescendoed, they locked arms, and slowly cancan kicked. “It’s not where you start, it’s where you finish, and you’re gonna finish on top,” the song went, and the crowd went wild.
A video played in which NSDs who personally knew Mary Kay Ash spoke about how selfless she was in supporting her consultants. Ash herself was seen in archival footage saying, “If I can help one more woman find out how great she is, that will be a good day.” It seemed like a genuine sentiment in the context of what was happening, as the next several hours were spent giving as many women as possible at least one moment of glory on the stage. The lowest distinction was the Princess Court of Personal Sales, consultants who had achieved $20,000 in “personal retail sales” during the Seminar year—who had spent $10,000 on products. Later in Seminar, there were more specialty categories: a round of applause for Mary Kay consultants who were also teachers; a “spouse parade.” One guy in a MARY KAY SECRETARY T-shirt got some hoots from the crowd.
For hours, beaming, elated women crossed the screen, some holding hands, high-fiving each other. Most of them looked to be middle age. But there were younger women, older women. Some were being helped out by male Mary Kay corporate employees in tuxedos. If you were a new consultant who wasn’t able to go onstage for anything, it would certainly feel like it would be possible for you to do what they did, to be recognized.
Earlier in the day I had spoken on the phone to a former employee at the Mary Kay corporate office who worked in compliance for several years. This person described learning a few weeks in from a coworker that Mary Kay didn’t track a single consultant’s product sales to customers. “We have no idea what her income is. We don’t care. We’re not tracking that, we’re hands off her business,” they were told. “That did sort of trip an alarm in my head. ’Cause I’m like, so when we say we’re selling all this product, what does that actually mean? We’re saying we’re a $400 billion industry or something. All that means is we’re selling $400 billion of product to salespeople.”
There was a lot that seemed quirky about working at Mary Kay: that women could only wear pants after Ash died in 2001. The company’s overt religiousness. But more than anything the employee hated working Seminar, because of the attitude the company took toward the beauty consultants. “There was a lot of contempt, frankly, for the sales force,” the person said. “They’re buying into this shtick that they see on Seminar stage,” when everyone knows the “sales” aren’t real. It was common knowledge that higher-level consultants engaged in what’s called “stacking,” placing people like their own family members strategically in their downlines to enrich themselves. “We all know that these downlines are full of people that don’t exist.”
Eventually, back at Awards night, it was time for the big-ticket prizes, starting with the annual Miss Go-Give Award, given to a consultant nominated by her unit for embodying the Mary Kay “go-give” spirit. This year’s winner was a woman named Tina, who was introduced by a National Sales Director named Marie-Louise. Tina clutched her bouquet of white roses, eyes shining with tears. “Many women quit and sit down,” Marie-Louise said. But not Tina—Marie-Louise described several years of hardships, including her son spending time in the intensive care unit, a battle with breast cancer, dealing with her mother’s dementia, and putting both parents in a senior care facility. “Mary Kay Ash taught us that the best therapy we can have is to get out and serve other people,” Marie-Louise said. She described Tina as a “trooper”: “If you have to cry on your way home from your facial, you put your makeup back on for the next one.”
The Go-Give speech was not the only one that contained references to how difficult the recipient’s life had been. Every one seemed to include of a litany of hurt. When it came time for the biggest prizes of the night, for the highest number of “sales,” those consultants, too, characterized their achievements in terms of adversity triumphed. The runner-up from Georgia dedicated her prize to her daughter who had died just a few days before Leadership Conference, a meeting for top Sales Directors, in January. She had postponed burying her child to attend the conference. The number one Director, the Queen of Sales, a white woman in her twenties, told the crowd about how she had endured the loss of her grandfather and a difficult pregnancy as she stood on the stage, two months away from giving birth. “The devil always knows when you’re up to something incredible and he will try to stop you every chance he gets,” she said into the microphone, to a chorus of “mm-hmms” and “Amens.” “Keep going, put your head down, and your blinders on. There is always going to be life and you just have to keep pushing forward.”
The Queen was a member of Texas Mary Kay royalty: Her mother is a Mary Kay National Sales Director and her grandmother is a Mary Kay NSD Emeritus. (NSDs who agree to retire at sixty-five get fifteen years of payments from the company equal to the commission they received in their last years, typically several hundreds of thousands of dollars.) The playing field was very obviously not equal, just like the “sales” were all pretend, make-believe. In fact, her success came from money her downline paid in—what she had taken from them.
And yet, it was moving to watch all the top consultants onstage with their downlines. Flanking the winner and her largely white and blond contingent was the runner-up from Georgia, whose group was made up of Black women of all ages, and a handful of men. On the other side was a group of Orthodox Jewish consultants from Pennsylvania, wearing wigs and skirts below the knee, and holding hands. It was like something out of the It’s a Small World ride at Disneyland, proof that the American dream was working for the rainbow of women clutching each other and sobbing onstage. It was testament to the very promise of living in the United States, that we are free to transcend our circumstances.
I understood the power of the stories the women told. I rode the wave of each one, following the speaker as she plunged to her lowest depths then rose to her highest heights. I felt my pulse quicken as I clapped. It felt good to believe her, and to believe that the chain was really endless—that the prosperity enjoyed by the few on the stage was possible for the rest. That we weren’t trapped in place. That our time was coming as opposed to running out. All the women in the room had experienced some kind of pain, and to hear that it was all part of a master plan was a balm. It meant none were suffering in vain. They were there for the chance to one day be beautiful, safe, and loved too. We could be our own bosses; we were bosses already.
On the last day of Sapphire Seminar, a line of consultants was already waiting to check in for the next one, Emerald, spanning the length of the lobby and around the corner into the skybridge. The Sapphire consultants had a few more hours of classes and programming to attend in the main hall. In the elevator, a beauty consultant was admiring another woman’s bee pin, which she had received for making it onto the Queen’s Court. “I’m going for that next year!” she exclaimed. “Me too!” another one said. They both told each other, “We can do it!” and high-fived. There was a dusting of lost pink feathers from someone’s gown on the elevator floor.
Once again I slipped inside the full main hall and sat at the back. I listened to a presentation on legal compliance by Mary Kay corporate employees, for which fifteen minutes had been allotted. This was a slideshow to reiterate all the various policies that keep Mary Kay within the bounds of FTC regulation. The three women onstage covered all the bases: retail sales were the bedrock of a Mary Kay business, they said. Mary Kay conducts its business within the highest code of the Direct Selling Association’s ethics. Mary Kay consultants must market the business opportunity honestly.
At some point, a video played of a platinum-blond Ash in a blush pink suit directly addressing the audience, as theatrical smoke was piped in under the screen, as if her ghost was making a visit to Seminar. “It takes courage to change, it takes a lot of courage,” Ash said, in her soothing twang. “Do you know that you have the power within you to do anything on this earth that you want to do? Do you know that within your reach lies every path you’ve ever dreamed of taking?” The questions flowed over the crowd like an incantation.
Back in the lobby of the Omni I lined up one more time at the coffee bar. Once I got my drink I sat down next to a woman with blond hair and glasses who gave me a smile. I gestured to the line and shook my head. Immediately she started warm chatting me.
The consultant was from Wichita Falls, Texas. She had been in Mary Kay for forty years. She told me about how much she enjoyed Seminar, that it was “our vacation.” She told me that most of the consultants were part-time and that they made extra money. She loved the products and could send them to me in New York. She asked whether my skin was oily, dry, or a combination. Then she asked me about my work. I told her I was a writer. She asked if it paid enough. I said never. She gave me a business card and said I should think about Mary Kay. When I asked about how the business worked, she said it was simple. I would sell Mary Kay products to customers. I could recruit other people if I wanted.
“How much can I really make?” I asked her, point-blank. The cheeriness on her face flickered just for a beat. “Well,” she said, her smile returning. “The sky’s the limit!”



MONIQUE
YEAR: 2022
RANK: Inactive
TIME IN MARY KAY COSMETICS: 8 years and 1 month
MONEY SPENT: -$75,050
After Monique quit Mary Kay, she still hadn’t really left Mary Kay—or it hadn’t left her. Every morning, affirmations and instructions rang in her ears. Meanwhile, the various Facebook groups and Voxer chats that had once pinged throughout her every day were silent. Women she had thought of as friends had stopped speaking to her. Her account hadn’t technically been closed out yet; it takes one year after her last order for a consultant to officially go to what they call Mary Kay Heaven.
When Monique was struggling in the company during the pandemic, she had heard about another Mary Kay consultant named Jessica. Jessica was a top Sales Director with wide-set blue eyes, thick brown hair, and a perfect white smile. But for all her success, she had left Mary Kay in January 2020. Jessica didn’t mention Mary Kay by name, but she began posting about her old networking marketing job—about how she never had time for her husband and children, about how she “lost herself” and had to “bend to fit” the company’s culture. She had wrested her time back in order to spend time with her kids and herself. Her messages about self-care and happiness resonated with Monique. I am so lost, because all I do is Mary Kay from sunup to sundown, she thought.
Jessica had started her own virtual coaching company, and she was primarily working with Mary Kay beauty consultants. In 2020, Monique had signed up for her program: $12,000 for a year of group coaching sessions, which Monique had been allowed to pay in monthly installments. The modules covered things like “visioneering,” Jessica’s term for manifestation, and something called EFT (emotional freedom technique) tapping. EFT involved gently but firmly hitting your body at various points with your index and middle fingers, to restore energy channels disrupted by negative emotions. Jessica taught a tapping session for “Money Responsibility,” which Monique was supposed to do twice a day for two weeks, repeating mantras like, “I appreciate how money shows up for me today” and “Money flows to me with ease, knowing I will help it expand.” This was how she was going to improve her business.
Jessica also sent Monique to her friend Ross, a financial coach who worked with Mary Kay consultants and other MLM distributors. She said he would help her reduce her credit card debt and help her sell all the Mary Kay products sitting in her house. Monique paid Ross $3,000 first for a few weeks of coaching, then another $5,000 for more coaching he said would help take her to the next level.
Monique says that at first Ross helped her with basic financial skills she didn’t have: how to really read a credit card statement, how to balance her checkbook. But once she left Mary Kay in 2022, he pitched her on a year’s worth of coaching in a new program, one that would help her figure out what her “million-dollar business” was going to be. She would finally be a real entrepreneur. The program cost $18,000. Ross recommended a company that gave Monique a loan to pay for it.
Most of the businesses Ross and his team encouraged her to explore were other types of coaching. Monique had decided that she wanted to start a support group for women veterans like her. But she kept balking at the price Ross and his fellow coaches in the program were urging her to charge: $1,200. Monique had been up front with the group about her experience in Mary Kay and how it devastated her own bank account—how was she going to find vulnerable veteran women and ask them to pay so much, and for what? Her advice? “How can I dare get in front of these veteran women talking about, ‘Hey, I battled this and I battled that. I ain’t got no training, but let me be your leader here. Pay me a gazillion bucks.’ ” Monique said. How would it help them?
Ross eventually enlisted another former Mary Kay distributor named Chelsea, whose focus was social media, to work with Monique. They taught her how to apply for a new kind of home equity loan to come up with more money for a new program, but she was turned down.
That’s when Monique started noticing how many active and former Mary Kay women were working with Ross, Jessica, and Chelsea. During one virtual meeting, Ross said that a million dollars in business had come from Jessica’s referrals alone. She realized that the coaches were passing her and other Mary Kay participants around in a kind of loop. She started to feel exactly like she had in Mary Kay, when her upline Linette was telling her to “go out and find another you.” You paid for coaching, the coaches told her. So you can find another veteran woman who can pay for coaching—though she had yet to find a real client, do any kind of coaching at all, or build any kind of real business. Despite this, the coaches were using her in promotional posts on Instagram and calling her a business owner.
Actually, the coaches told her, charging those exorbitant prices meant she knew what she was worth. She was setting her value in the world. The unspoken implication was that if she wasn’t willing to find another her, someone to pay, and charge them thousands for advice, she wasn’t worth very much at all.



MONIQUE
YEAR: 2024
TIME SPENT IN MARY KAY HEAVEN: 7 months
“I don’t want to use people,” Monique told me. It had been a decade since she signed up for the Mary Kay opportunity after eating pizza at the Pink Cadi Shack. She still isn’t exactly sure how much she spent on Mary Kay beauty products, but based on her minimum orders, she estimated it was over $75,000. That wasn’t including money she spent on Seminar tickets, on throwing events for her downline, and on other products from the company like her business cards and jackets. She guesses that she never made more than $5,000 total in retail sales and in commissions from Mary Kay from her team. Her largest check from the company was $1,100.
She was still selling off her leftover products on the bustling Mary Kay black market, in which former and current consultants sell one another leftover stock to try to make a pittance back on their inventory—or just get rid of it. She had not signed up for another round of coaching with Ross, Jessica, or Chelsea, and she had been kicked out of the program’s Slack group. She had stopped paying off the loan she took for Ross’s course.
Instead, Monique ended up doing what she always said in her “why” speech she never wanted to do again: She was working for someone else. She took a job in an insurance office. It paid very little, but it had flexible hours, and it allowed her to eat, at least, while she figured out how to get her support group for veteran women going.
Monique hated the idea that she no longer was her own boss. Despite her regular job, what Dexter Yager would call a “Jackass of the Boss,” she still had more time for herself than when she was in Mary Kay. It felt like freedom. No more daily check-ins from uplines or coaches, no more books, no more podcasts—unless she chose them herself. She was shredding the piles of papers and notebooks she had kept, their pages of mantras and affirmations reduced to ribbons. She reconnected with the friend who used to ask her to go to the movies or out to eat, requests she no longer rebuffed. “I’ve been in the military, then I came into Mary Kay,” she said, shaking her head. “So y’all told me what to do in the military: my hair, uniform, all this stuff. Then I was in Mary Kay. Y’all still telling me what to do, and now I’m on my own. And now I gotta think for my own.”
Every so often Monique gets a message from another woman on Facebook or LinkedIn about an opportunity she “has to share.” Sometimes, she feels the pull of “this time it’ll be different” or “it only takes one miracle moment.” So far, she has politely declined them all.
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