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ABSTRACT

Network marketing is a form of direct selling in which products are sold through direct
contact between customers and independent distributors. Direct selling organizations are
often depicted as home-like environments characterized by horizontal collaboration and
emotional bonds. In these organizations, the networking process consists of two main parts.
First, distributors activate various types of personal relationships to create business deals.
Second, distributors change the form and substance of their social/business networks to
strengthen trust and resolve the tensions inherent in network-based economic activities. This
overlap of earning and making friends in direct selling raises fundamental sociological
questions: How do distributors maintain trust and consolidate networks? How do they
channel personal relationships into profitable economic activities? The present article, which
is an exploratory-qualitative study using the virtual ethnography method, has used the
concept of embeddedness in economic sociology to answer these questions. In this article,
the embeddedness process of network marketing is explained at four levels: network,
interest, organization, and culture. The categories of information suppression and
commercialization of connections belong to the network level, liberal individualism and
belief marketing to the interest level, quasi-family community and opinion leaders to the
organization level, and finally the dream of entrepreneurship and the realization of justice to
the culture level.
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INTRODUCTION

Network marketing, or multi-level marketing, is a form of direct selling in
which products are sold through direct contact between customers and
independent distributors. The network marketing strategy is based on word-
of-mouth advertising. Customers consume products, rate them as
satisfactory, and then “promote” the products to their “network,” which
includes friends, relatives, colleagues, and almost anyone they know.
Money is then earned, in the form of commissions and bonuses, both
through successful sales of products and by persuading members of the
“network™ to join the company and become distributors. Accordingly, direct
selling organizations are often depicted as home-like environments
characterized by horizontal cooperation along with emotional bonds. It is a
type of networking process used for business purposes and involves the
combination of earning money and making friends, or the integration of
instrumental and value rationality.

PURPOSE

This overlap of earning and making friends in direct selling raises
fundamental sociological questions: How do distributors maintain trust and
consolidate networks? How do they channel personal relationships into
profitable economic actions? How are the contradictions in network
marketing hidden or even suppressed? And finally, what are the processes
and levels of entanglement in this context? The purpose of this article is to
answer these questions.

METHODOLOGY

Nowadays, most of the activities related to network marketing, including
advertising, product presentations, training courses, and information
dissemination, are conducted in cyberspace. Therefore, the present research
method is an exploratory-qualitative type of virtual ethnography or
networkography. This method focuses on gaining insight from participants
and specifically studies the behavior of consumers, cultures, and
communities on the Internet. The field of study in this research is the social
network Instagram. In this research, purposive sampling was used and the
snowball method was used. Thus, in-depth and semi-structured interviews
were conducted with a total of 30 marketers from various network
marketing companies in Iran who have not yet reached higher ranks and
leadership of large networks. The interviews were conducted by setting a
time in advance, for a period of about two hours, in compliance with the



ethical principles of research and by maintaining privacy and not
mentioning the names of the companies, individuals, and the real names of
the participants. All interviews were recorded and finally converted into text
in compliance with the ethical principles of research and with the consent of
the participants. Qualitative content analysis was used to analyze the data
obtained from virtual ethnography. By implementing and coding the full
text of the interviews, similar themes were identified and categorized, and a
gualitative analysis of them was presented.

FINDINGS

In this section of the article, we will discuss the process and levels of
network marketing engraftment. Each theme belongs to a different level of
the engraftment process. Information suppression and the commercialization
of connections are at the network level, liberal individualism and belief
marketing are at the profit level, family-like communities and opinion
leaders are at the organizational level, and finally, the dream of
entrepreneurship and the realization of justice are at the cultural level. Each
of these themes will be explained separately in the following.

CONCLUSION

This article is a qualitative study in the specialized field of economic
sociology that explains the levels of embeddedness of network marketing in
Iran. Therefore, this article shows the dynamic process of embeddedness in
such a way that the economic actions of distributors are embedded at four
levels of culture, organization, network, and profit. Each of the themes
extracted from the in-depth interviews belongs to a different level of the
embeddedness process. At the profit level, we are faced with themes such as
liberal individualism and belief marketing. In fact, contemporary quasi-cult
organizations can be distinguished from traditional direct selling
organizations because their ideology and mechanism have transformative
social characteristics. At the second level, the network, we are dealing with
the stifling of information and the commercialization of connections. In fact,
in network marketing, social networks become an essential infrastructure for
the dissemination of ideologies and organizational culture. One of the
strategies for retaining people in network marketing organizations is to
emphasize intimacy between members and to bring them emotionally close
to each other, especially to the network leader or the opinion leaders and
spiritual fathers in these organizations, so that members spend much more
time in the organization and their active participation in the benefit of
organizational goals is maximized. In this case, organizational practices in
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network capitalism not only regulate the productivity and obedience of
individuals in the workplace, but also control their bodies, emotions,
consumer behaviors, and social interactions with friends. This feature
identifies the third level of engraftment, that is, the organization, where the
family-like community and opinion leaders are located. In fact, complete
belief and unguestioning obedience ultimately lead to sectarian actions
rather than economic actions. The engraftment of sectarian culture in the
network leads members to involuntary efforts to attract the sectarian
benefits of the leaders.

And finally, the two concepts of the entrepreneurial dream and the
realization of justice at the cultural level are raised. Network marketing
organizations are formed on the basis of two fundamental values: belief in
entrepreneurship and belief in the transformative power of products.
Therefore, in network marketing organizations, not only the concept of
entrepreneurship but also organizational elements are "spiritualized" to
introduce the company and its activities as legitimate or even with special
value.

NOVELITY

Empirical studies in this field show that some authors have described and
explained the advantages of this industry, while a significant number of
critics emphasize the sectarian and quasi-religious nature of these
organizations. What is important is that beyond these positive and negative
views, the contribution of studies that scientifically study the role and
importance of social networks in the economic actions of this field has been
very small. Therefore, the main issue of the present article is to explain the
process of the emergence of network marketing from the perspective of
modern economic sociology.
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