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Multi-level-marketing companies promise their distributors an address on FEasy Street—
if they can interest enough other people in selling, say, bee pollen

DREAMS AND DOWNLINES

BY DAVID OWEN

E KNOW STATISTICALLY THAT THE AVERAGE INDI-

\ ;‘/ vidual in the United States of America will

achieve only one third of what he or she is capa-

ble of achieving. One third! Also, of the entire work force

of the United States of America, only two percent have the

discipline and desire to step forth and do something—are
self-starters.

Okay, that’s scary enough, but it gets worse: Twenty-
three percent of individuals in the United States don’t
know what they want. Bigger house? More kids? Better re-
ception? They don’t have a clue. They might really want a
new car but instead they add a breakfast nook to their
kitchen. Sixty-seven percent do know what they want but
don’t know how to get it, which, in a lot of ways, is scarier.

That leaves just 10 percent. These are the individuals
who know what they want and how to get it. (We know
who we're talking about now, don’t we?) Thirty percent of
these very special individuals get exactly what they want
90 percent of the time. In addition, they are able to help
other individuals figure out what they want and how to get
it. Why? Because the speed of the leader is the speed of
the group. Plus, 20 percent of the individuals in any busi-
ness organization do 80 percent of the work.

I learned all this ac Crossroads to Networking, the Multi-
level Marketing Executive Symposium, which was held in
Salt Lake City not long ago. Salt Lake City is perhaps not
the first place in the United States of America where the

‘average individual would think of holding an executive
symposium: it has no bars as we know them. You can buy a
temporary membership at a private club for five dollars
and then buy cockrtails poured from little airline-type bot-
tles, but you can’t go into your hotel’s restaurant and order
a drink before dinner. Instead, generally, you have to order
a bottle of non-alcoholic sparkling wine, a beverage that
makes you realize fairly quickly that probably 67 percent
of the reason why 90 percent of the individuals who drink
wine drink wine is alcohol.

But there were some good reasons for holding Cross-
roads to Networking in Salt Lake City anyway. First, most
people are pretty interested in seeing for themselves how
much the Great Salt Lake has expanded in recent years. (A
lot!) Second, Utah is an important state in multi-level mar-
keting, usually referred to simply as MLM. This is the in-
dustry that consists of Amway, Shaklee, Mary Kay Cos-
metics, Herbalife International, and other companies
whose products are sold not in stores but by networks of
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salespeople, whom the companies usually refer to as dis-
tributors. Most of these distributors are ordinary individ-
uals who work out of their homes in the United States of
America. They not only sell products but also recruit other
people to be distributors. They then earn commissions
both on their own sales and on those of the distributors
they’ve recruited. They also earn commissions on the sales
of distributors recruited by the distributors they’ve recruit-
ed, and on the sales of distributors recruited by them.

The MLLM industry is fairly big, according to some oth-
er statistics I heard at Crossroads to Networking. Ten per-
cent of American households, one speaker said, include at
least one person involved in MLM. Fully 80 percent of all
households have been approached by an MLM distribu-
tor; 40 percent have bought something. MLM products
tend to be things like health food, diet aids, soap, deter-
gent, and cosmetics. Also, increasingly, MLM sells ser-
vices such as life insurance and travel discounts. Last year
Amway distributors signed up a million new customers for
MCI, the discount long-distance telephone company.

The MLM industry has taken some hard shots over the
years from the crowd that engineered the American defeat
in Vietnam, drove Richard Nixon from the White House,
and cooked up the Iran-contra affair—that is, the media.
The media sometimes have trouble distinguishing be-
tween MLM companies and illegal pyramid schemes.
They also tend to dwell on stories involving state investi-
gations of MLM companies, or assertions by government
agencies that certain MLM products don’t do what their
distributors claim they do, such as grow hair, cure cancer,
or reverse the aging process.

In fairness to the media, it should be said that MLM
companies have often made it difficult for the media to
emphasize anything but the negative. MLM companies
have a very high failure rate. People in the industry esti-
mate that 90 to 95 percent of all MLM companies go out of
business within a couple of years of their founding; the
true rate may be even higher. In addition, MLM compa-
nies tend to do most of their business with some of the
more vulnerable segments of the consuming population:
senior citizens, people from rural areas, people without
much education, and people from California (a state that
by itself accounts for something like 20 percent of MLM
purchases). MLM companies also have a history of making
grandiose claims about the rapidity with which their dis-
tributors can expect to become multi-millionaires.
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