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PURPOSE

CHANNEL

MISSION

The Direct Selling Association (DSA) is the national trade association for companies that 
market products and services directly to consumers through an independent, entrepre-
neurial sales force. DSA serves to promote, protect and police the direct selling industry 
while helping direct selling companies and their independent salesforce become more 
successful.

DSA provides educational opportunities for direct selling professionals and works with 
Congress, government agencies, consumer protection organizations and others on behalf 
of its nearly 200 member companies.

To protect, serve and promote the effectiveness of member companies and the indepen-
dent business people they represent. To ensure that the marketing by member companies 
of products and the direct sales opportunity is conducted with the highest level of busi-
ness ethics and service to consumers.

If you’ve heard of the Mary Kay lady driving a pink Cadillac door-to-door, you’ve heard of 
direct selling. Direct selling is a dynamic, $34 billion retail channel in the United States 
that markets products and services as diverse as makeup, housewares, cookery, insurance, 
jewelry, candles, energy, vitamins, wellness shakes, cleaning supplies and much more, 
directly to customers.

Unlike shopping in a store, catalogue or online marketplace, direct selling is distinguished 
by its salesforce, made up of millions of hard-working Americans, that reaches customers 
in their homes, at parties with family or friends or online. Most direct sellers choose to 
work part time, to balance career with family or other pursuits.
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FAQs
What is direct selling?
Direct selling is a $34 billion retail channel in the United States used by some 
of the world’s most recognizable brands to market products and services to 
consumers. Direct selling can occur in the home, at a party or online. Its defin-
ing characteristic is an independent sales force that provides personalized ser-
vice to customers and opportunity to start, manage and grow a business with 
minimal up-front investment.

What types of products can be purchased through the direct 
sales channel?
Direct selling product and service range is as diverse as all of retail. Legal ser-
vices, insurance, nutritionals, cookware, beauty products and energy — these 
are only a few of the many products and services marketed through the direct 
sales channel.

Are all direct selling companies in the United States members of Direct 
Selling Association?
While our member companies maintain a base of independent salespeople 
that represents more than 80% of the direct selling industry in the United 
States, DSA does not represent every company. When a company commits to 
DSA membership, it commits to maintaining the highest ethical standards and 
consumer protections by adhering to the rigorous standards and policies set 
forth in our Code of Ethics.

How many people are 
involved in direct selling?

Sourc   e: 2014 DSA Growth & Outlook Survey

3



FAQs cont’d
What is the DSA Code of Ethics?
The cornerstone of DSA’s commitment to ethical business practices and con-
sumer protection is our Code of Ethics. Every member company pledges to 
abide by the Code’s standards and procedures as a condition of admission 
and continuing membership in DSA. The Code ensures that member compa-
nies make no statements or promises that might mislead either consumers or 
salespeople. The Code is enforced by an independent administrator who has 
enforcement authority that all companies agree to abide by.

What is the Direct Selling Association’s most important policy issue?
Independent contractors, or members of the salesforce that market direct sell-
ing companies’ products and services, are the industry’s most important asset. 
Preserving the independence of the salesforce is therefore our most important 
policy issue.

When governments propose laws that impede the ability of direct selling com-
panies to maintain a truly independent team of entrepreneurs, millions of 
Americans risk losing the ability to build and grow their own business, running 
it as they see fit. Also in jeopardy are the freedom and flexibility to set their 
own working hours – something that draws all types of people to direct selling, 
including parents raising young children, students, caregivers, retirees, military 
spouses and many more.
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MULTI-LEVEL MARKETING (MLM)

PYRAMID
SCHEMES
Direct selling is sometimes confused with pyramid schemes or both. A pyramid 
scheme is an illegal business operation that should be prosecuted to the full-
est extent of the law. As part of its commitment to ethics in the direct selling 
industry, DSA works with policymakers at the state and federal level to ensure 
that consumers and law enforcement can differentiate lawful businesses from 
pyramid schemes and that these schemes ultimately fail.

Pyramid schemes harm consumers by manipulating their salesforce to enrich 
company leadership at the expense of individual participants. This is accom-
plished by compensating members of the salesforce primarily for recruiting 
new participants, instead of for selling products and services to customers or 
purchasing them for personal use. Since it may be challenging in some instanc-
es for consumers or law enforcement to identify and expose pyramid schemes, 
DSA has played a leadership role in more than 18 states to pass laws that clari-
fy what behavior is indicative of an illegal business operation.

Multi-level marketing is one way of compensating independent business peo-
ple where they receive commissions for their own sales as well as sales of 
others within the network they build. It is a legitimate type of direct selling 
recognized by the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and used by hundreds of 
companies, including some of world’s best-known consumer brands. It is not 
synonymous with pyramid scheme, unless the multi-level marketing company 
compensates members of its salesforce primarily for recruiting new partici-
pants, instead of for selling products and services to customers.

While many direct selling companies use a multi-level marketing business 
model, not every company does. Another popular business model is the par-
ty-plan, where independent direct selling consultants market products and 
services to consumers at an in-person or online event.
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ETHICS
Every member of DSA, as well as every independent consultant affiliated with a DSA member, 
is required to abide by the Code as a condition of admission into the association and continuing 
membership. DSA’s Code of Ethics, which went into effect in 1970, is a series of policies governing 
business practices and procedures that protect consumers who purchase products and services 
from DSA members via independent direct selling consultants.

Direct selling companies who wish to become members of DSA are subject to a comprehensive 
review that takes a year or longer to complete. During the review process, business and market-
ing plans are scrutinized, as are customer service and complaint resolution records.

Although bad actors operate within every industry and sales channel, consumers can be certain 
they are doing business with companies and individuals that take ethics seriously and are com-
mitted to the highest level of consumer protection by purchasing from DSA members.
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TOP 20 MEMBERS 
BY SALES
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BY THE
NUMBERS

Source: DSA 2014 National Salesforce StudySource: DSA 2014 Growth & Outlook Survey
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FIND US
ONLINE

Direct Selling Association

@directsellingassn

@DSAssn

dsa.org

Direct Selling Association
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https://www.facebook.com/DirectSelling411
https://instagram.com/directsellingassn/
http://twitter.com/dsassn
http://www.dsa.org/
https://vimeo.com/user9982666
https://www.facebook.com/DirectSelling411
http://twitter.com/dsassn
https://instagram.com/directsellingassn/
https://vimeo.com/user9982666
http://www.dsa.org/

