
Truth	in	Advertising,	Inc.	•	P.O.	Box	927,	Madison,	CT	06443	

March 9, 2021 

VIA EMAIL 

Peter C. Marinello, Director 
Howard J. Smith, Attorney 
Direct Selling Self-Regulatory Council 
112 Madison Avenue, 3rd floor 
New York, NY 10016 

 

Re: Illegal Income Claims by Mary Kay Inc. 

Dear Peter and Howard: 

We write to file a complaint with the Direct Selling Self-Regulatory Council 

against Mary Kay Inc., a Texas-based multi-level marketing company that sells cosmetics 

and skincare products. For years, Mary Kay and its distributors have been using – and 

continue to use – deceptive, atypical and unsubstantiated income claims to market the 

Mary Kay business opportunity. Such marketing materials include claims of participants 

achieving financial freedom, earning a replacement income, buying their dream homes, 

quitting their jobs, making six figures per year, retiring their spouses, and earning the 

iconic Mary Kay pink Cadillac, among other things, when the reality is that the vast 

majority of Mary Kay distributors are making little to no money in the venture, and most 

don’t ever earn a “free” car.  
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TINA.org’s Findings 

TINA.org collected more than 200 examples of unsubstantiated income claims, all 

of which are available at www.truthinadvertising.org/mary-kay-income-claims/.1 

Examples include numerous claims made by Mary Kay directly, as well as those made by 

distributors. For example, in its FAQs published on its website, Mary Kay tells 

consumers that the business opportunity allows women to quit their jobs, and pay for 

family vacations and children’s school tuitions.2 

 

On its Facebook page, Mary Kay features testimonials from distributors claiming 

the income earned from the Mary Kay business opportunity allowed them to buy a new 

home,3 pay off a truck,4 and pay for a “once-in-a-lifetime vacation” to the Caribbean,5 

among other things.  
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On its YouTube channel, Mary Kay claims that it gives people “the tools and 

confidence to start their own businesses, support their families, [and] achieve financial 

and personal independence.”6 
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On its Instagram page, Mary Kay touts that its business opportunity leads 

distributors to the coveted and renowned pink Cadillac.7 

 

In light of these bold and widespread claims on the company’s various platforms, 

which the company has been making for years,8 it’s not surprising that distributors have 

followed suit, even during the pandemic and resulting financial crisis.9 

  
“What could an extra $200 a month do for you fam? An extra $500? An extra $1000? 
Bonus points if anyone can guess my highest monthly paycheck for team building!” 
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“Freedom , flexibility and financial stability! What more can a girl ask for! Building a 

Million dollar team of women/men…” 
 

“You found a way made a way to change your life drastically during a Pandemic & you 
did just that!...she was let go at the beginning of the Pandemic so now her and Tyler 

don’t have to worry[;]…she can love and cuddle that baby so much and not worry about 
finances since she will have built a successful business & have residual income…” 
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No Income Disclosure Statement 

None of the examples in TINA.org’s sampling include any disclosure of what a 

typical Mary Kay distributor earns with the company. In fact, Mary Kay does not publish 

a U.S. income disclosure statement, potentially robbing recruits of information that might 

help them make an educated decision whether or not to sign up with the company. In 

refusing to disclose typical earnings, Mary Kay is clearly signaling that it would rather 

risk it (and distributors) violating the law than coming clean with the truth. The 

company’s decision to hide how much a typical Mary Kay distributor earns (or doesn’t 

earn) in the U.S. ensures that its U.S. distributors will almost certainly violate the law – 

as they have and are – when they promote the business opportunity using examples of 

success because they will not be able to counter the atypical earnings claims with the 

reality of how much the typical distributor earns.  

That said, not only has the Federal Trade Commission made clear that most 

people who join multilevel marketing companies make little or no money, but Mary 

Kay’s income disclosure statement for Canadian distributors (which it publishes pursuant 

to Canadian law) states that a typical Mary Kay distributor “does not earn any 

commissions or bonuses.”10 According to a chart that is included in the document, 83 

percent of distributors earned nothing in annual commissions in 2019, while 15 percent 

earned $206 in annual commissions on average, and less than one half of one percent 

(0.050 percent) earned, on average, $124,072.  As for the oft-touted Mary Kay car 

program, distributors do not become eligible to participate in the program until they have 

reached the Independent Sales Director level, which, according to the Canadian income 

disclosure statement, only happens for less than two percent of distributors. 
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TINA.org’s Communications with Mary Kay 

On March 5, 2021, TINA.org notified the company’s Chief Legal Officer of its 

findings, all of which were published on TINA.org’s website and readily available for 

review.11 In response, Mary Kay indicated that it had reviewed the materials and 

“believe[s] the net impression of the videos and other materials identified in 

[TINA.org’s] correspondence do not misrepresent the potential of the Mary Kay 

opportunity” but that they had removed “several assets to avoid any ambiguity or 

possible misunderstanding.”12 As of yesterday (after Mary Kay’s review and letter to 

TINA.org), 145 of the 200 claims collected by TINA.org in 202113 – or more than 70 

percent – remained in publication, including each of the examples highlighted above. 

In short, Mary Kay is – and has been for years – deceiving consumers with 

inappropriate income claims and, faced with such findings, provided a perfunctory 

response that recites the untenable position that its marketing materials are not generally 

misleading. As such, TINA.org urges the DSSRC to review the claims being made by 

Mary Kay and its distributors and take appropriate action.  

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact us. 

Sincerely, 

      
Laura Smith, Esq.            Bonnie Patten, Esq. 
Legal Director                    Executive Director 
Truth in Advertising, Inc.           Truth in Advertising, Inc. 
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1 These findings are a sampling of deceptive income claims in circulation; the database is not a 
finite list.  
 
2 Mary Kay Frequently Asked Questions, https://www.marykay.com/en-us/sell-mary-kay/faqs.  
 
In response to another FAQ further down the page, Mary Kay tells consumers, among other 
things, that they can “replace and/or exceed your income from your full-time job.” 
 

 
 
3 https://www.facebook.com/MaryKay/photos/10158419265882171. 
 
4 https://www.facebook.com/MaryKay/photos/10158419266512171. 
 
5 https://www.facebook.com/MaryKay/photos/10158419268162171. 
 
6 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4BhHO-V42Hk. 
 
7 https://www.instagram.com/p/BwVLo2Yhkij/. This is just one of more than 75 examples in 
TINA.org’s database that promotes the Mary Kay pink Cadillac. 
 
8 See, e.g., https://www.facebook.com/MaryKay/photos/10154504851527171. 
 
9 See, e.g., https://www.facebook.com/groups/797288434158492/permalink/800686663818669/;  
https://www.facebook.com/tehrie.ned/posts/10159003779990359; 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CLNfWaNnDZN/.  
 
10 FTC: Multi-Level Marketing Businesses and Pyramid Schemes, 
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0065-multi-level-marketing-businesses-and-pyramid-
schemes; Mary Kay Canadian Statement of Typical Participant Earnings, 
https://www.marykay.ca/en-ca/pages/earnings-representation. 
 
11 See TINA.org’s March 5, 2021 letter to Mary Kay, Inc., https://www.truthinadvertising.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/03/3_5_21-letter-from-TINA-to-Mary-Kay.pdf. See also Mary Kay Off-
Roads Into Deceptive Income Claims, published Mar. 4, 2021, 
https://www.truthinadvertising.org/mary-kay-off-roads-into-deceptive-income-claims/.  

                                                

https://www.truthinadvertising.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/3_5_21-letter-from-TINA-to-Mary-Kay.pdf
https://www.truthinadvertising.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/3_5_21-letter-from-TINA-to-Mary-Kay.pdf
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0065-multi-level-marketing-businesses-and-pyramid-schemes
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0065-multi-level-marketing-businesses-and-pyramid-schemes
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12 See Mary Kay’s March 8, 2021 letter to TINA.org, https://www.truthinadvertising.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/03/3_8_21-ltr-from-Mary-Kay-to-TINA.pdf.  
 
After receiving TINA.org’s March 5th letter, Mary Kay removed 13 videos published on its 
website from some of its top distributors under the heading “One Woman Can Have It All.” 
Excerpts of some of these videos are below: 
 

 
“When I think about my life now and my goals and what really drives me is the ability  

to support my family and do the things that we’ve always wanted to do,  
to travel, buy our dream home.” 

 

 
“One year after signing my [Mary Kay] agreement I was able to walk away 

from that corporate job.” 
 

https://www.truthinadvertising.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/3_8_21-ltr-from-Mary-Kay-to-TINA.pdf
https://www.truthinadvertising.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/3_8_21-ltr-from-Mary-Kay-to-TINA.pdf
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“One of the greatest blessings that has come from our Mary Kay business is  

being able to retire my husband at 32 years old.” 
 
Mary Kay’s removal of these videos suggests that the company knows it published deceptive 
marketing materials. However, its apparent refusal to remove all of the deceptive income claims 
in TINA.org’s database, many of which include almost identical language as those Mary Kay has 
removed, is unacceptable. 
 
13 In 2017, as part of its investigation of every DSA-member company at the time, TINA.org 
collected a sampling of 20+ deceptive income claims used to promote the Mary Kay business 
opportunity. See https://www.truthinadvertising.org/mary-kay-income-claims-database/.  




