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 I f you’ve got a couple of friends and a 
couple of dollars, there’s almost no way 

you can be a 21st-century American woman 
and not get invited to a direct sales party. 
Maybe you’ve even hosted one. The vast 
majority of the country’s 20 million direct 
sellers are female, and their product lines 
include practically everything—anti-aging 
skin care, digital workout plans, statement 
jewelry, natural food mixes, sexy lingerie. 

Jamesetta M. Walker, 46, from Chesa-
peake, VA, spent three years selling cos-
metics from a brand she loves and now 
fields invitations from friends excited 
to share their products. She sees how 
great these jobs are—they’re fun, there’s 
good money there—but she’s also deeply 
aware of why they’re complicated. You 
can buy great stuff from a friend (or a 
friend of a friend of a friend), but with all 
that commerce comes something trickier 
to navigate: the combination of relation-
ships and the possibility of serious cash. 

“You’re at a friend’s house, you’ve eaten 
and had drinks, there are a bunch of women 
there looking at  merchandise—and then 
you feel bad if you’re the only person not 

ordering,” Jamesetta says. Opting out 
of a party can be just as awkward. 

Recently, Jamesetta decided to skip 
a jewelry party to spend an evening 
with her kids. Her friend, the host, 
couldn’t wrap her head around it. 
“She was like, ‘Is that really why 
you’re not coming?’ I was very 
hurt,” Jamesetta says. Still, she 
understood: As a seller, she once 

held an event for a bridal party she 
was in and expected them to buy 

“because they were my friends.” When 
one didn’t, Jamesetta felt snubbed, 

like her pal wasn’t supportive. She also 
sold products at a church event, but later 
wondered if that had been inappropriate; a 
friend confirmed that yep, it kind of was. 
“The second we said ‘Amen,’ I started 
pitching,” she recalls. “I was ridiculous.”  

“Direct home sales can really blur the 
line between friend and customer,” says 
Janet Shope, Ph.D., a professor of sociology 
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at Goucher College and coauthor of Paid 
to Party: Working Time and Emotion 
in Direct Home Sales. “It also uses the 
reciprocity that is part of friendship—
I’ll do this for you, and I assume you’ll 
be there for me—as a way to generate 
sales.” For Jamesetta, selling the cosmetic 
line got harder and harder. “I didn’t have 
the comfort level to get out there and 
build a clientele, so I stopped when I 
dried up my friends,” she says.

Money complicates relationships; 
anyone who has ever been married 
could tell you that. In friendships, it’s 

extra-tough. Given how rapidly the direct 
sales industry is growing—the number 
of sellers has increased 11 percent just 
since 2014—we all need to figure out 
how to handle it, whether you’re a seller, 
buyer, or devoted friend who may never 
want to purchase a thing.

 W hen her best friend got into direct 
sales for a clothing brand, Shari 

Donk, 27, of Hoboken, NJ, was thrilled. 
“I had watched her struggle with her full-
time job, so to see her so excited made me 
really happy,” she says. What’s better than 

cheering on a friend as she discovers a 
passion? How about not feeling respon-
sible for keeping that dream alive?

In an industry where friendships are 
supposed to play a dominant role, there’s 
that nagging feeling that you should pull 
out your wallet to help. This is especially 
true for women, says Leah Seidler, a psycho-
therapist in Berkeley, CA, who special-
izes in communication in relationships. 
Men find it easier to compartmentalize. 
“They can try to kick each other’s butt at 
something, and then ‘off the field’ they’re 
close buddies. Women have a harder time 
mentally when friends and work intersect.” 

But sellers want you to know they’re 
not only in it to make bank. “We believe 
in the product—that’s why we’re shar-
ing it,” says Misty Kearns, whose com-
pany, CEO of Me, trains direct sellers. 
“Many of us don’t want your money; we 
want your support.” In the big picture, 
encouragement will help your friend 
more than purchasing one more tote 
bag will. So ask about her passion for 
yoga that led her to sell fitness products. 
You’ll connect with her and her brand 
emotionally instead of just financially. 
Shari admits she spends too much on 
her friend’s clothes—she likes them, but 
mostly buys to show her support—so 
she’s starting to cut back and cheer her 
on in other ways. “I make sure to text her 
when she has a sale on Facebook to tell 
her she did a great job,” she says. “I do 
what I can to support her and she never 
seems to expect any more from me.” 

Even so, you can’t avoid the financial 
piece of it: Nobody’s in business just for 
the parties. And often, women end up 
with a whole circle of friends who sell 
something. Kim Smith, 46, of Plainfield, 
IL, used to sell jewelry and is constantly 
invited to sales parties by her friends in 
other sectors of the industry. The idea—
or so she thought—was that she’d buy 
from them and they’d buy from her. “I’d 
go to their skin-care parties and buy the 
cheapest thing, because I wanted to be 
supportive,” Kim says. But at her own 
parties, she started to notice who was 
buying and who wasn’t. “If a party was 
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great, I didn’t care, but other times I did,” 
she says, since the income mattered to 
her family. She never asked pals or fam-
ily members why they weren’t ordering 
anything—it felt rude. “I’d just tell myself 
that maybe they were having a tough 
month and try to move on,” she says.

It’s uncomfortable to talk about money 
with friends. If you’re the potential buyer, 
you may feel bad if you’ve bought before 
but can’t this month. “Saying no feels like 
a rejection, and you don’t want to reject 
your friends, even though it’s really just 
rejecting their product,” says Seidler. It’s 
important to be clear, she says, so say, “I 
have to budget these days. I can only buy 
things I need, not just want.” Not totally 
true? Respond: “I love that you’re doing 
this, but the jewelry is not my style. Please 
tell me how the party goes, though.”

For the seller, dealing with rejections 
gets easier over time, but in the moment, 
they can sting. Managing expectations 
is one of the biggest challenges. Sales 
parties can be so much like a regular 
party (with the bonus that you’ll make 
money!) that it can feel like a betrayal 
if a good friend bows out. “You have to 
remember you’re simply the marketing 
arm of a company, so just do your job,” 
says Kearns. “When Kohl’s sends out 
 flyers and not everyone comes in for 
their big sale, do they get upset?” That 
mindset will help keep things trouble-free 
with friends who don’t place an order. 

Returns require a similar internal pep 
talk. Realize—and this is hard—that a 
friend who changes her mind about a 
lipstick has not changed her mind about 
you, Kearns says. If you’re the one with 
buyer’s remorse, try: “It’s so pretty, but it 
didn’t look as great on me as I thought.” 
You can still be a good customer, and a 
good friend, without keeping a founda-
tion that doesn’t match your skin tone.  

Sometimes, just talking about direct 
sales might trigger complex feelings—this 
business can seem like an elephant-shaped 
charm bracelet in the room. Direct sales 
is a job, Kearns points out, and we all 
tend to discuss work a lot. “But it’s hard 
to listen to your friend talk about her 

products without feeling like she’s sell-
ing them to you, because after all, you’re 
part of her target audience,” Seidler says. 
Heather Hernandez, 41, from Glendale, 
AZ, sells accessories. When she recently 
told a friend she only needed one more 
sale to hit her goal, things got tense: “I 
wasn’t asking her to buy, but I think she 
felt guilty because she said she wished 
she could place an order.” Heather didn’t 
mean to put her on the spot. “I quickly 
told her I understood and had already 
contacted more customers,” she says. 

As a buyer, if you’re up-front about 
what you want, it’s easier to listen to 
your friend discuss her sales the same 
way you would any other exciting thing 
she’s doing. As a seller, it’s part of your 
job to develop a sense of who wants to 
hear work stories and who wants a cata-
logue. We all have stuff that takes over 
our lives for a period—kids, renovations, 
marathon training—and for everyone’s 
sanity, it’s important to talk about them 
and other things.

Above all, keep communicating. Jenn 
Aube, 36, founder of the direct sales 
company Do You Bake?, almost lost a 
close friend when she uploaded a photo 
of the two of them to her business’s Face-
book page. “I didn’t intend any harm, 
but she didn’t like that the picture was 
used as marketing and told me to take 
it down,” Jenn says. Her response was 
shock: “She said I was concerned about 
the business and not our friendship!” Of 
course, in direct sales, business often 
happens in social situations, but nobody 
talks about the boundary until it’s been 
crossed—and sometimes not even then. 

“For many people, it’s like they got 
into the relationship for one reason and 
now they’re being put into another con-
text, as if the rules of the friendship have 
shifted,” Seidler says. If you’re really 
bothered by a friend’s constant posting, 
unfollow her feed (she won’t get an alert). 
“If you do want to broach the topic, be 
supportive and say, ‘I hope your business 
works out, but I miss seeing more about 
your life and kids,’” Kearns suggests. Do 
this in person, though, not over email, 

like Jenn and her friend did. To resolve 
that situation, Jenn agreed to ask per-
mission before posting a picture. “We 
still share our love for food, but things 
we do together now stay offline,” she 
says. “It took a lot of work to sort this 
out, but our relationship was worth it.”  

Yours are too, no doubt. Direct sales 
may change the dynamics of a friend-
ship, but if you acknowledge that, it can 
be stronger. Be professional, be kind, 
and direct sales will be another part of 
your full, rich life, no matter which side 
of the order form you’re on. R
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SAY THIS,
STAY FRIENDS

BUYERS
“I’M SO HAPPY FOR YOU!” 
Show your support, but don’t 
bring up buying. Money can 
and should be separate from 
your enthusiasm.

“IT’S NOT IN MY BUDGET  
TO BUY, BUT TELL ME WHAT 
YOU’VE LEARNED.” You don’t 
need to be a customer to  
show your pal that you care 
about her business.

“I FEEL AWKWARD, BUT…” 
Your seller friend would rather 
know that you don’t love  
the product than wonder why 
you’re not calling her back.

SELLERS
“I’M EXCITED ABOUT THIS!” 
Your friends want to see you 
happy, so tell them what you’re 
doing—but leave off the sales 
pitch to put them at ease. 

“I’D LOVE TO HAVE YOU AT THE 
PARTY, WITH NO PRESSURE  
TO BUY.” If your friends know 
that their personal support 
means the most to you, you’ll 
all have a better time.

“DO YOU WANT TO JOIN MY 
FACEBOOK GROUP?” It’s smart 
to move these posts to a 
business page, but even your 
BFF doesn’t want to get alerts 
from a group she didn’t join.


