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To all the women who are
    brave enough to speak out about destructive systems that benefit them, and to those harmed by them day in and day out.






Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

So, whether you’ve been in an MLM, hate MLMs, or just want to read about white women behaving badly (and why), hey, hun, I hope you enjoy this book.
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I was recruited into an MLM by someone who convinced me that we were friends because she “saw herself in me.” She played on my emotions, knowing I wanted to leave the military, and told me to put the kit cost on my credit card because she could train me to earn it back. Fast-forward a few months and despite doing everything she “coached me to do,” I was exhausted and losing money. It got so bad financially that I quit, with loads of credit-card debt. And that “friend”? She told me that I gave up, blocked me, and never spoke to me again.

—JANICE, former MLM rep



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What the fuck is a dirt list?”

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

“Five-second rule, Mama?” she asks.

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

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



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

—MELISSA, former MLM rep



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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

“You’re on FIRE hotshot!”



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

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

But lest I get ahead of myself.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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