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Independent contractors with the right to sell & recruit



MLM Participants & Outcomes

1 in 13 U.S. adults has been an MLM distributor (DeLiema et al, 2022)



MLM Participants & Outcomes

1 in 13 U.S. adults has been an MLM distributor (DeLiema et al, 2022)

Majority are women (DSA, 2024)



MLM Participants & Outcomes

1 in 13 U.S. adults has been an MLM distributor (DeLiema et al, 2022)

Majority are women (DSA, 2024)

Most people who join MLMs make little or no money or lose money  
(DeLiema et al, 2022; FTC Staff Report, 2024) 



MLM Participants & Outcomes

1 in 13 U.S. adults has been an MLM distributor (DeLiema et al, 2022)

Majority are women (DSA, 2024)

Most people who join MLMs make little or no money or lose money  
(DeLiema et al, 2022; FTC Staff Report, 2024) 

Very few would join same (or other) MLM again (DeLiema et al, 2022)
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Atypical Claims 

100 MLMs 

98 percent “used atypical and unsubstantiated income 
claims”
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Study 1: Are MLM firms following DSSRC Guidance?

Study 2: What is the impact of a DSSRC-aligned 
disclaimer on consumer judgments about and interest in 
an MLM income opportunity?

Study 3: Is impact driven by disclaimer prominence, 
content, or both?



Study 1: Expectations

H1: MLM company practices differ from DSSRC (2022) 
disclaimer guidance with respect to:

(a) use, 

(b) prominence, or

(c) specific content. 
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Study 1: Are MLM firms following DSSRC Guidance?

2,176 items

Disclaimer present?

If yes, is disclaimer 
aligned with DSSRC 
guidance?

Of 2,161 in final sample:

Disclaimer 
present? 

Disclaimer 
alignment? 0%

16.8%
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Studies 2 & 3: Expectations for Interest

Disclaimer ⇨ ↓ earnings expectations ⇨ ↓ interest



Study 3: Design

Academic Prolific

Print materials

Fictional MLM

Between subject 2x2
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Specific Treatment 3
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Study 3: Interest

Single mediator (PROCESS Model 4 Hayes 2022)

T4 indirect effect = -0.154, 95% CI = [-.252, -.069]
T3 smaller, significant indirect effects
T1 and T2 no effects

Specific & 
Prominent 
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of Typical 
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Overall Findings

Self-regulation is not altering MLM behavior

Disclaimers can alter judgment and, in turn, interest

Specific content is critical, prominence also matters



Limitations

Information environment

Dispassionate

Could focus on “more interested” sample

Limited insight on treatment heterogeneity

Single data point (central tendency)



Claim vs. Disclaimer: Confusion

“Said the average distributer [sic] made 25 annually.     
I guess that means 25k”

“The average annual income for associates is $25.        
I assume this was to mean $25,000”

“people usually make $25 an hour”
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Implications

Addresses questions posed in FTC rule-making

Informs enforcement outcomes

Connects to legislative effort at state level

Identifies limitations of disclaimer alone



“I never experienced any financial freedom. I was more 
financially stressed than ever. I was told if I just kept 
going and didn't give up and believed in myself, that I 
would be a millionaire and have ‘residual 
income’...Give people the information they need on 
the actual REAL financial opportunity” 
Kayla C. – former multi-level marketing distributor
(excerpts from a comment posted to the Federal Trade Commission’s Advanced Notice of 
Proposed Rulemaking on Earnings Claims, Federal Trade Commission 2023)



Earnings Claims and Disclaimers in 
Multi-Level Marketing: 

Testing the Impact of Self-Regulatory Guidance

Stacie Bosley, Kiana Kotasek, Sarah Greenman & Samantha Snyder
Hamline University

Published online in the Journal of Public Policy & Marketing

Federal Trade Commission Conference on Marketing & Public Policy


	Earnings Claims and Disclaimers in �Multi-Level Marketing: �  �Testing the Impact of Self-Regulatory Guidance
	Multilevel Marketing (MLM)
	Multilevel Marketing (MLM)
	MLM Participants & Outcomes
	MLM Participants & Outcomes
	MLM Participants & Outcomes
	MLM Participants & Outcomes
	Atypical Claims 
	Atypical Claims 
	Self-Regulatory Response
	Self-Regulatory Response
	DSSRC Guidance
	What is the impact of self-regulation in MLM?
	What is the impact of self-regulation in MLM?
	What is the impact of self-regulation in MLM?
	Study 1: Expectations
	Study 1: Are MLM firms following DSSRC Guidance?
	Study 1: Are MLM firms following DSSRC Guidance?
	Study 1: Are MLM firms following DSSRC Guidance?
	Study 1: Are MLM firms following DSSRC Guidance?
	Studies 2 & 3: Expectations for Earnings
	Studies 2 & 3: Expectations for Earnings
	Studies 2 & 3: Expectations for Earnings
	Studies 2 & 3: Expectations for Interest
	Study 3: Design
	Study 3: Control
	Study 3: Treatment 1
	Study 3: Treatment 2
	Study 3: Treatment 3
	Study 3: Treatment 4
	Study 3: Typical Earnings
	Study 3: Interest
	Study 3: Interest
	Overall Findings
	Overall Findings
	Overall Findings
	Limitations
	Claim vs. Disclaimer: Confusion
	Implications
	Implications
	Implications
	Implications
	Slide Number 43
	Earnings Claims and Disclaimers in �Multi-Level Marketing: �  �Testing the Impact of Self-Regulatory Guidance



