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Abstract
The number of entrepreneurs in the direct sales industry has steadily increased since
2010; however, the annual turnover rate is 56%. The purpose of this multiple case study
was to explore multilevel marketing (MLM) entrepreneurial leadership strategies
implemented to help ensure sustainability of entrepreneurial MLM businesses for longer
than 5 years. Purposive sampling was used to recruit 10 entrepreneurs who maintained
an MLM business more than 5 years and used a hierarchical status that required a team.
The transformational leadership theory constituted the conceptual framework for
researching leadership as a concept of entrepreneurship and sustainability in MLM. Data
were collected from semistructured interviews and reflective journaling. Member
checking was used to increase the validity of findings. The data organization technique
included Yin’s 5 steps and the classic method of data analysis to categorize concepts.
Themes derived from data analysis include self-efficacy, the behavioral approach to
leadership, the psychological perspective of transformational leadership, the resource
theory of social exchange, and achievement goals. The implications of this study for
social change might include decreasing the community unemployment rate through
entrepreneurial opportunities and encouraging the development of leadership skills to

promote community responsibility.
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Section 1: Foundation of the Study

Entrepreneurship is vital to produce innovative products and consumer services,
which, in turn create new jobs, stimulate the economy, and promote a means for
economic security (Randolph-Seng, Mitchell, Marin, & Lee, 2015). Baluku, Kikooma,
and Kibanja (2016) attribute business sustainability to psychological behaviors, such as
business leadership and networking. In this study, I will explore the concepts of
leadership and entrepreneurial sustainability to discover strategies that could deter
business failure.

Background of the Problem

Entrepreneurial failure has an adverse impact on the entrepreneur, community,
and economy. Artinger and Powell (2016) wrote that more than 50% of entrepreneurial
businesses fail within 3 years, with no indication from historical data that this trend
would improve. Entrepreneurial failure is a problem because it raises doubts about the
validity of entrepreneurship as a means for long-term stability (Randolph-Seng et al.,
2015). Baluku et al. suggested that emerging scholars should explore the relationship
between entrepreneurship and psychological behaviors such as leadership, as indicators
of long-term business success (2016). Entrepreneurs who have previously failed in
business should embrace failure as a learning opportunity, and then identify a new
opportunity and work toward sustainability (Mueller & Shepherd, 2016). The knowledge
and expertise gained from previous experiences could produce better results for long-

term stability.



Problem Statement
Entrepreneurial failure is at a high rate; failure within the first 5 years is an
increasing trend (Artinger & Powell, 2016). According to the Business Employment
Dynamics program, only about 50% of new businesses started in 2011 survived for 5
years (United States Department of Labor, 2016). The general business problem is that
entrepreneurial businesses do not survive as a business entity beyond 5 years. The
specific business problem is that entrepreneurs of multilevel marketing organizations
(MLMs) lack strategies for sustainability beyond 5 years.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative, multiple-case study was to explore what strategies
entrepreneurs of MLMs use for sustainability beyond 5 years. The targeted population
consisted of 10 participants within various MLMs who had successfully maintained a
business beyond 5 years in North Carolina. The analysis in the study could contribute to
positive social change by encouraging the development of individuals, using leadership to
promote community responsibility and decrease the community unemployment rate
through entrepreneurial opportunities.
Nature of the Study
The three research methods include qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods
(Venkatesh, Brown, & Sullivan, 2016). I selected a qualitative methodology to explore
strategies for entrepreneurial sustainability using face-to-face interviews. A qualitative
study is unstructured observations or questions to explore prevalent trends by

interviewing or hosting group discussions under natural conditions (Park & Park, 2016).



A quantitative methodology was not appropriate for this study because it focuses on
analyzing numerical data to test hypotheses (Venkatesh et al., 2016). A mixed-methods
approach was not appropriate for this study because it promotes the development of
theoretical perspectives by combining qualitative and quantitative approaches within a
single study (Venkatesh et al., 2016). Without the inclusion of quantitative variables, the
mixed-methods approach is not appropriate.

The qualitative research designs include phenomenological, ethnographic,
narrative, and case study. I selected the case study approach to collect data from multiple
sources to explore entrepreneurial leadership strategies for sustainability beyond 5 years.
The phenomenological approach is not appropriate because phenomenology describes a
lived experience based on interpretation or perception of a phenomenon (Moustakas,
1994). This case study did not incorporate philosophical assumptions required for
phenomenology. The ethnographic approach is not appropriate because ethnography
immerses the researcher in culture to study values, behaviors, or languages, requiring
prolonged periods in the field setting (Yin, 2017). This case study did not require
cultural exploration necessary for ethnography. The narrative approach is also not
appropriate because the narrative design is a chronological collection of stories relating to
a participant’s extensive background to understand the context of the participant’s life
(Yin, 2017). The narrative approach does not focus on the experiences specifically
relating to the research question. The case study approach is appropriate to explore
multiple sources of information to understand similar instances and address any

identifiable issues.



Research Question
What are the leadership strategies that entrepreneurs of MLMs implement to
remain sustainable beyond 5 years?
Interview Questions
1. How would you describe your leadership style?
2. How would you describe your interaction with your team?
3. What strategies did you use for maintaining sustainability in your multilevel
marketing company?
4. What challenges, if any, have you overcome by implementing strategies for
sustainability?
5. How did you address each of the challenges?
6. What strategies have you implemented as a reward system for your team for
accomplishing goals such as acquiring a leadership status?
7. What additional information would you like to share regarding your strategies for
sustainability?
Conceptual Framework
Transformational leadership theory (TLT) originated with James Downton and
identifies the alignment of leadership and followership (Northouse, 2016). In a work
titled Leadership, James Burns developed the TLT based on Downton’s concept of
leadership (Burns, 1978). Burns identified four concepts of transformational leadership:
influence, motivation, stimulation, and consideration (Burns, 1978). TLT is suitable for

theorizing about the leadership skills associated with building a business in MLM,
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because the theory pertains to the level of motivation and morality in both the leader and
the follower based on being attentive to the follower’s needs and motives.

Transformational leadership represents high levels of motivation, effort,
satisfaction, and performance (Zaech & Baldegger, 2017). The structure of MLMs
incorporate concepts indicative of a leadership role that contributes to guiding and
supporting members without the typical authoritative environment of retail or marketing
organizations (Sparks & Schenk, 2001). A leadership role in MLM contributes to a cycle
of building potential leaders for the betterment of an entrepreneur’s business and the
affiliated MLMs.

Operational Definitions

Acquisition entrepreneurs: An acquisition entrepreneur is an individual starting an
entrepreneurship opportunity in a preexisting organization (Rocha, Carneiro, & Varum,
2015).

Collective social entrepreneurship: Collective social entrepreneurship is the act of
identifying social problems and implementing new institutions (Montgomery, Dacin, &
Dacin, 2012).

Downline: The downline includes nascent entrepreneurs added to the organization
under an existing entrepreneur, referred to as the upline (Sethi, Chhimpa, & Khinvasara,
2015).

Entrepreneurial sustainability: Entrepreneurial sustainability is the sustainability
of entrepreneur-based companies compared to 5 years of profitability and longevity

(United States Small Business Administration, 2007).



MLM: Multilevel marketing is the practice of marketing products and supplying
consumer goods to individuals away from the typical retail premises; typically, product
or service transactions initiated and concluded by a salesperson (Babu & Anand, 2015).

Pyramid scheme: Pyramid schemes, or endless-chain distributor schemes, require
small investments that grant the opportunity for the investors to recruit others to invest,
creating a chain by promising substantial return investments (Koehn, 2001).

Transformational-transactional leadership paradigm: Transformational-
transactional leadership paradigm is an instrument that extends the leadership
phenomenon to include entrepreneurial concepts and organizational performance
(Rowold, 2014).

Upline: The upline includes entrepreneurs compensated by bonuses or
commissions on sales generated by their direct downlines (Sethi et al., 2015).

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations

Assumptions

Assumptions are concepts accepted as truths without proof for developing
findings and the validity of the research (Wolgemuth, Hicks, & Agosto, 2017). The first
assumption is that participants are credible and reliable when presenting personal
accounts of strategies for sustainability. The second assumption is that the qualitative
research method chosen provided the best structure for researching sustainability in

MLM.



Limitations

Limitations are uncontrollable threats to the qualitative rigor that affect the
reliability and validity of the study method, affection results that would otherwise provide
an accurate representation of the population (Simon & Goes, 2013). The only limitation
was that I could not control the availability of the participants or their willingness to
participate.
Delimitations

Delimitations restrict what the research addresses within the context of conceptual
frameworks (Simon & Goes, 2013). The first delimitation was the selection of North
Carolina. The second delimitation was the inclusion of entrepreneurs who had more than
5 years in MLM.

Significance of the Study

Contribution to Business Practice

Entrepreneurs of MLMs could use the results of this qualitative, multiple-case
study as a guide for strategies that could lead to sustainability in entrepreneurship. This
study could be of value to the practice of business because entrepreneurs in the early
stages of business development or entrepreneurs researching to improve their current
business could benefit from the resulting strategies for building economic stability. The
study’s contributions to business practice are strategies that could lead to a sustainable
entrepreneurial career by means of observing and exploring an entrepreneur’s personal

experiences of sustainability.



Implications for Social Change

The implications for positive social change include the potential to decrease the
community unemployment rate through entrepreneurial opportunities and to encourage
the development of individuals, using leadership skills to promote community
responsibility. Improving employment and promoting leadership in the community are
actions that could increase economic security (Randolph-Seng et al., 2015). Collective
social entrepreneurship relates to community responsibility by leveraging existing
resources, building new resources, and creating change (Montgomery et al., 2012). As an
implication for social change, entrepreneurial leaders are vital in showing initiative in the
community and taking on community responsibility as an opportunity to help other
entrepreneurs and members of the community.

A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature

Introduction

The literature review is a collection of empirical literature integrating new
perspectives with existing concepts and frameworks (Torraco, 2016). The TLT and the
concept of leadership include the introduction of the terms taken from seminal works by
James Downton, Bernard Bass, and James Burns (Northouse, 2016). The TLT extends
the research question as a leadership strategy that promotes sustainability in
entrepreneurship, focusing on MLM.

The organization of the review of the literature includes three headings: MLM,
transformational leadership, and sustainability. I provide an overview of MLM that

includes the relationship between entrepreneurship and perspectives that are both for and
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against MLMs. The relationship between the concept of sustainability entrepreneurship
and the specific business problem will expand on the strategies implemented for
sustainability beyond 5 years.

To construct the literature review, I searched the following databases: Academic
Search Complete, Business Source Complete, ProQuest, and Thoreau Multi-Database
Search. Search terms and phrases included TLT, entrepreneurship, MLM, and business
sustainability. The literature review consisted of 70 articles, of which 60, or 85%, are
peer-reviewed and within 5 years of 2018. Other sources include websites and books.
Application to the Applied Business Problem

The purpose of this qualitative, multiple-case study was to explore the research
question: What are the leadership strategies that entrepreneurs of MLMs implement to
remain sustainable beyond 5 years? MLM is both retail-focused and recruitment-driven;
while income increases by selling products, also, income increases by a continuation of a
distribution network forming a downline (Sethi et al., 2015). The TLT is similar to the
process of building a distribution network from the perspective that the downline relies
on the upline’s leadership behaviors and influences to build an independent business
affiliated with the MLMs.
Multilevel Marketing

Entrepreneurs initiate opportunities commonly resulting from unemployment or
economic uncertainty (Liu & Almor, 2016). Rocha et al. (2015) identified two categories
of entrepreneurs as start-up entrepreneurs and acquisition entrepreneurs. Existing

organizations provide acquisition entrepreneurs organizational foundation and structure
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alleviating common risk in nascent entrepreneurship. Rocha et al. also stated start-up
entrepreneurs have the potential for higher survival rates as acquisition entrepreneurs
tend to suffer from early business exits as they could have less of a personal interest in
the business. According to Rocha et al., start-up entrepreneurs created a close
relationship with the business; however, start-up entrepreneurs are susceptible to more
risks associated with creating a new organization or independent business.

MLM income generates from both selling a product or service and the sales of an
entrepreneur in the distribution network (Babu & Anand, 2015). From a corporate
perspective, MLMs provide incentives for products sold and organizational membership
increases (Hatchaleelaha & Wongsurawat, 2016). Entrepreneurs sell an organization’s
products or services to grow their businesses within MLMs alongside branding the
organization to increase the number of entrepreneurs affiliated with the organization
(Tyre, 2016). The new members create a downline to develop a hierarchical structure for
leadership and incentive (Hatchaleelaha & Wongsurawat, 2016; Sethi et al., 2015). The
perception of MLMs is comparable to a retail or marketing job as the literature presents
both positive and negative views of MLMs relating to self-efficacy and economic
security.

Multilevel marketing organizations. MLMs could have a different perception
than the interpretation of a retail or marketing job. Rui and Le (2012) described
storefront marketing as a retail or marketing job as opposed to a home-based independent
business. Conveying the value of entrepreneurial marketing to retail, Rui and Le noted

that the combination of both traditional marketing and MLM create modernization and
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maximize profit for the marketing industry. Regarding the potential for economic
security and self-efficacy, there are opposing opinions when comparing entrepreneurial
MLMs to retail or marketing jobs (Randolph-Seng et al., 2015). The concept of self-
efficacy derives from obtaining and keeping stable income and economic security;
MLMs promote economic security and self-efficacy similar to retail or marketing jobs
(Randolph-Seng et al., 2015). Psychological attributes of entrepreneurial self-efficacy
include leadership qualities, financial awareness, networking, and resource management
(Baluku et al., 2016). Although scholars present opposing views, income from MLMs
could demonstrate economic security and self-efficacy similar to that of a retail or
marketing job.

Jain and Ali (2013) opposed high self-efficacy in an entrepreneurial setting and
justified potential adverse effects resulting from overconfidence. Overconfidence could
lead to poor decision-making and over-valuation of one’s business; as a result, businesses
do not adequately develop or are unprofitable (Heller, 2014). The results of the study
show overconfident actions are relational to important decisions, and in turn,
unconventional choices have a probability of a lower success rate (Heller, 2014).
Artinger and Powell (2016) also expressed that entrepreneurial errors consequently result
from the psychological factors of overconfidence. High self-efficacy could increase the
confidence necessary in the start-up phase, but self-efficacy in excess affects one’s gauge
of strategic planning and complacency negatively (Jain & Ali, 2013). Jain and Ali
suggested avoiding an adverse outcome of overconfidence due to effective strategizing,

decision-making, and using a calm temperament when faced with potential difficulties of
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entrepreneurship such as planning for sustainability. Self-efficacy in moderation could
produce better results.

MLMs generate income similar to retail or marketing jobs, but other
characteristics of MLMs have a negative connotation in comparison to the perception of
ethics. Oppositions to MLMs suggest unethical behavior and negative associations with
internal consumption or pyramid schemes. Peterson and Albaum (2007) reported
unethical behavior in MLMs as the term coined internal consumption in which MLM
members purchase products or services retail-priced or at a discounted price for personal
use. Peterson and Albaum stated that the ethicality of internal consumption is apparent
when determining whether entrepreneurs should receive compensation for products or
services sold for personal use. Peterson and Albaum recognized research both for and
against compensation from internal consumption.

Entrepreneurs retaining income from internal consumption agree on the basis that
entrepreneurs should receive compensation for all sales without any exclusions (Peterson
& Albaum, 2007). Further research supporting this perspective creates a relationship
with other industries that practice internal consumption by offering employee discounts
or incentives for internal consumption. Additionally, organizations could include
discounts for family members (Crittenden & Albaum, 2015). Oppositions to internal
consumption include forcing entrepreneurs to purchase discounted products to quantify
corporate sales goals solely for the benefit of the organization as opposed to the
entrepreneur or the consumer. Internal consumption has a comparable perspective

generalized by the intended purpose of the product or service.
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Another perspective of unethical MLM is the act of creating a pyramid scheme.
In a pyramid scheme, recruiting and influencing investments are the concentration as
opposed to products or services that would typically be the focus of MLMs; essentially,
the investor is paying to receive compensation when other people invest into the scheme
(Hatchaleelaha & Wongsurawat, 2016). Building a distribution network in an MLM has
a negative association with unethical intentions of a pyramid scheme (Walsh, 2016). To
mitigate associating MLMs with unethical schemes, the legality of MLMs could associate
with monitoring the performance of retail sales, including buy-back policies for retail
products, charging low start-up fees, and asserting the purchase of training material as
voluntary. Walsh (2016) analyzed a case detailing the MLM structure of Amway and
three policies that distinguish entrepreneurial legitimacy; these policies include requiring
ongoing retail sales, requiring the sale of 70% of purchased products before reordering,
and the inclusion of an inventory buyback policy to alleviate distributors. As MLMs
promote sales and team building, the legitimacy of the organization and the importance of
building a distribution network differ from unethical investing.

Distribution networks. Sparks and Schenk (2006) presented views that are both
for and against building a distribution network; the authors noted that the term MLM
originates from the actions of paying commission on multiple levels of sales from recruits
of complex networks. Sparks and Schenk illustrate the emphasis on group networking
and the adverse effects on an entrepreneur’s attentiveness to the individual business. In
comparison, according to Sparks and Schenk, socialization promotes self-identification

through membership and cohesive groups by building networks that ultimately grow the
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entrepreneur’s independent business and the organization. Sparks and Schenk’s studies
showed a positive relationship based on socialization and did not interpret socialization as
a hindrance to financial performance. From this perspective, distribution networks focus
on both individual and group development.

Building a distribution network also includes establishing social and business
relationships to create a social networking environment that is vital for entrepreneurial
development (Pinho & Elisabete, 2014). Pinho and Elisabete (2014) distinguished a
correlation between social networking and financial gain deriving from increased access
to knowledge, opportunities, and resources. Montgomery et al. (2012) agreed on the
presented views regarding the benefits of cooperative socialization that positively
influence both individualism and networking expressed using the term collective social
entrepreneurship. The three techniques of collective social entrepreneurship are framing,
convening, and multivocality (Montgomery et al., 2012). Framing incorporates
strategizing and objectifying building legitimacy and accessing risk (Montgomery et al.,
2012). Convening promotes resource collaboration stemmed from collective learning
and innovation (Montgomery et al., 2012). Multivocality combines the interests of the
entrepreneur and the organization (Montgomery et al., 2012). MLMs promote building a
distribution network to benefit both the entrepreneur and the organization; by multiplying
the number of products sold, both income and profit increases for the entrepreneur and
the organization respectively. I included the next section to expand on transformational

leadership as the conceptual framework and theories that are comparable to this theory.
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Transformational Leadership

Effective MLMs promote the essentialism of leadership (Sakiru, D’Silva,
Othman, DaudSilong, & Busayo, 2013). According to Northouse (2016), constructing a
definition for leadership must be inclusive of the fundamental concepts such as
categorizing leadership as a process, identifying the relationship between leadership and
influence, incorporating leadership from a group perspective, and outlining the common
goals of leadership. Leaders assert qualities that influence belief and motivation by
utilizing the ability to anticipate projections and restructuring due to obstacles (Sakiru et
al., 2013). Transformational leadership is an emphasis on the charismatic and
motivational perspective of the development of a leader and follower by measuring
intentions and satisfying the need to influence followers to accomplish more than the
expectation (Northouse, 2016). Transformational leadership was the overarching concept
for this study; I used the theory for the conceptual framework and the foundation for the
constructs used for the analysis.

Evolution of leadership and transformational leadership. The concept of
leadership originated from biblical, Greek, and Latin mythology to assert dominance and
submission, but adversely affected by distorted socioeconomic injustices (Bass, 1990).
Scholars developed early theoretical leadership concepts by examining the qualities of
the leaders in comparison to the elements of the situation; later scholars incorporated the
situational interactions between individuals as leaders and followers as an addition to the
concepts of leadership (Bass, 1990). The three concepts of the comprehensive

perspective of leadership: comparative, interdisciplinary, and developing testable theories
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(Downton, 1973). Interdisciplinary leadership is inclusive of social and psychological

approaches to the leader-follower context (Downton, 1973). Scholars used leadership

concepts to develop deductive hypotheses relating to the variations of leader-follower

pattern and leadership styles (Downton, 1973). As a concept of leadership,

transformational leadership stems from deciphering choices among alternatives that

identify competition and conflict through comprehending, evaluating, and experiencing

alternatives (Burns, 1978). The concepts of leadership and transformational leadership

represent the qualities and characteristics exerted to develop a leadership style.

Yammarino and Dubinsky (1994) categorized transformational leadership into

four components: charisma, inspiration, intellectual stimulation, and individualized

consideration (see Table 1).

Table 1

Transformational Leadership Components

Charisma

Inspiration

Intellectual
stimulation

Individualized
consideration

Demonstrating charismatic leadership involves influencing trust,
respect, and confidence by emphasizing commitment

Inspirational leaders communicate a vision with confidence,
increase optimism and enthusiasm, and energize through
motivational conversations

Transformational leaders actively encourage innovation and
creativity by stressing the value of intellectual stimulation

Individualized consideration incorporates individual attention
through portraying value and recognizing contributions
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Yammarino and Dubinsky supported Bass’s (1990) concepts of charismatic and
inspirational leadership. Charismatic leader-follower relationships promote a sense of
purpose and confidence through inspiration and experience (Bass, 1990). Charismatic
relationships are the combination of the abilities, emotions, and personal characteristics
of leaders with a follower’s desire to identify with the leader (Bass, 1990). Followers of
inspirational leaders identify with the leader’s initiatives and relate to the leader
psychologically (Bass, 1990). Leaders promoting intellectual stimulation and
individualized consideration significantly increase team development by encouraging
positive behaviors open to learning and improvement (Sanchez-Cardona, Soria, &
Llorens-Gumbau, 2018). Through intellectual stimulation, leaders heighten
entrepreneurial interest, awareness, and ability to solve problems; through individualized
consideration, leaders recognize and acknowledge goal achievement (Sanchez-Cardona et
al., 2013). The four components of transformational leadership represent behaviors that
promote a positive leader-follower relationship and produce organizational effectiveness.
Approaches to leadership. The approaches to leadership are concepts of various
scholarly perceptions of the definition of leadership including the influences of
personalities, actions, behaviors, relationships, skills, or processes of transformation
(Northouse, 2016). Northouse (2016) identified and analyzed the relationships between

the approaches to leadership (see Table 2).
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Table 2

Approaches to Leadership

Trait approach Eight traits that differentiate the average leader from the
average follower are intelligence, alertness, insight,
responsibility, initiative, persistence, self-confidence, and
sociability

Skills approach Three basic skills of efficient administration are technical,
human, and conceptual

Behavioral approach Two behaviors that influence goal achievement are task
behaviors and relationship behaviors

Situational approach Two concepts that situationally adapt based on the needs for
directive or supportive behaviors are leadership style and the
development level of followers

Psychodynamic Three concepts that recognize the motives behind certain
approach behaviors focus leader-follower relationships

The trait approach to leadership originated from an interest in defining personality
traits that develop leadership behavior similar to that of transformational leadership
(Meuser et al., 2016). Walter and Scheibe (2014) agreed that stable traits, abilities, and
personality characteristics are crucial to leadership behaviors and outcomes. The trait
approach benefits both the organizational level and an individual entrepreneurial level by
improving organizational effectiveness, team efficiency, and individual attitudes and
behaviors (Meuser et al., 2016). The personality characteristics used to define the trait
approach to leadership also relate to traits that could lead to strategies for entrepreneurial
sustainability.

The skills approach to leadership is a concept that refers to the competency and
characteristics of effective leadership as opposed to the innate skills interpreted as the

trait approach (Muldrow, 2014). Herman (2014) recognized that the leader’s skill
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assessment has a direct effect on the follower’s behavior, creativity, and performance.
The skills approach is an extension of employing appropriate leadership styles as
Muldrow (2014) noted the importance of the idea that followers could learn to be leaders
with technical, human, and conceptual skills through duplication and application. The
learned skills used to define the skills approach to leadership also relate to traits that one
could learn to implement strategies for entrepreneurial sustainability.

The behavioral approach to leadership includes task-oriented behaviors, such as
providing instruction and delegating duties, and relationship behaviors, such as the
appearance of being approachable and attentive (Li, Gupta, Loon, & Casimir, 2016).
Task-oriented leaders pressure followers to work engagingly and be attentive to quality
standards by monitoring performance and emphasizing deadlines (Li et al., 2016).
Precise task-oriented leaders do not provoke negative emotions or behaviors even though
the environment focuses on the pressure of task completion; motivation influences
positive emotions and behaviors (Li et al., 2016). Behavioral leaders promoted
organizational motives, actions, and goals that influence positive adaptive behavior
(Makkonen, Johnston, & Javalgi, 2016). The behavioral approach to leadership relates to
team building and improvement goals that lead to entrepreneur sustainability.

The leader should not ignore situations or situational internal or external factors in
the workplace; situational leaders should employ communication and cooperation as tools
for motivating and implementing organizational goals (Berim & Gentritt, 2014). The
situational approach to leadership is similar to the task-oriented skills of the behavioral

approach, but also incorporates people-oriented behaviors (McCleskey, 2014).
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Situational leaders focus on required organizational tasks and building a leader-follower
relationship (McCleskey, 2014). McCleskey (2014) argued situational leaders have a
concern for both the relationship between active leadership and organizational values and
the relationship between leadership effectiveness and stress-free organizational
performance. The ability to gauge how situations could affect the business in the future
is essential for entrepreneurial sustainability.

The psychodynamic approach to leadership relates to transformational leadership
by representing the actions that influence collaborative relationships (Prins, 2006). The
idea of organizational collaboration represents strategy planning with focused team
engagement and commitment (Prins, 2006). The approaches to leadership, trait, skills,
behavioral, situational, and psychodynamic, are a representation of leadership behaviors
that influence goal achievement and organizational effectiveness.

Transformational and transactional leadership. Afsar, Badir, Saeed, and
Hafeez (2017) conveyed that both the transformational and transactional leadership styles
have similar outcomes originating from a different approach, but also note the differences
in the effects on entrepreneurship. Afsar et al. (2017) supported this assertion by noting
that inspiring and motivating positivity is a transformational leadership behavior, and
motivating psychological empowerment is a transactional leadership behavior. Afsar et
al. also suggest that transformational leaders promote innovation by influencing personal
values and concepts with the intent that others will aspire to obtain more than their
personal goals. The characteristics of transformational leaders are likely to promote

entrepreneurial behavior. In contrast, Rowold (2014) argued that transformational
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leaders omit the leadership behaviors relating to obtaining information about the market
or the necessary strategic behavior to survive in the market.

Transactional leaders influence extrinsic marginal improvements and quality of
performance by emphasizing role clarity and task-oriented expectations (Afsar et al.,
2017). Transactional leaders promote motivation to take risks and implement new ideas
within specific boundaries or time constraints (Afsar et al., 2017). The relationship
between a transactional leader and follower develops from an understanding of mutual
exchange in which positive behavior constitutes reward and inadequacies constitute
punishment (Afsar et al., 2017). Transactional leadership could negatively influence
entrepreneurship due to the lack of stimulation to explore new opportunities (Afsar et al.,
2017). Followers could negatively perceive the leader as inflexible and bureaucratic,
such that the behavior hinders entrepreneurial intentions (Afsar et al., 2017). The
paradigm in the next paragraph represents the relationship between transformational and
transactional leadership.

Rowold (2014) agreed with the comparativeness of the leadership behaviors and
coined the transformational-transactional leadership paradigm that interprets the
concept of instrumental leadership as an extension of the leadership phenomenon.
Instrumental leadership represents the concepts of the paradigm relative to
entrepreneurial and organizational performance. Instrumental leadership breaks down

into strategic leadership and follower work facilitation (see Table 3).
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Table 3

Relationships Between Instrumental Leadership and the
Transformational-Transactional Paradigm

Instrumental Leadership Transformational Leadership Transactional Leadership

Strategic Leadership Formulate and strategize a vision  Discuss strategy and define goals
Follower Work Detect and allocate resources Provide goal achievement feedback
Facilitation

Rowold concluded by noting that the best leadership strategy is a combination of
instrumental, transformational, and transactional leadership behaviors. The paradigm
represents the similarities in transformational and transactional leadership styles.
Transformational leadership in multilevel marketing organizations. In
MLMs, an entrepreneur assumes a leadership role when starting a distribution network
and new entrepreneurs become members of their downline; the upline and downline roles
are a representation of the leader and follower roles of transformational leadership
(Friedner, 2015). As entrepreneurs improve their businesses, leadership serves as a
resource to influence a sense of belonging and promote the benefits of becoming a leader.
Leadership roles in MLMs have the dual purposes of building the leader’s business with a
motivated team and improving the personal business of members of the leader’s team.
Baluku et al. (2016) interpreted a difference in entrepreneurial intention relating
to a short-term or long-term duration of a business entity as a choice as opposed to
success and failure determining the reason for business exit. Seeking an addition to
employment or an employment alternative differentiates the entrepreneurial intention
(Baluku et al., 2016). Mieuttinen and Littunen (2013) agreed that the status of
employment affects performance. Tyssen, Wald, and Spieth (2014) concluded that

transformational leadership is also useful for short-term entrepreneurial intentions. The
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effectiveness of transformational leadership is evident in the instance of short-term
entrepreneurial intentions due to the characteristics of environmental change and
uncertainty; transformational leaders could adjust to change or uncertainty and continue
to convey the value of commitment to others during moments of change or uncertainty
(Tyssen et al., 2014). As an addition to employment or an employment alternative,
entrepreneurs should employ transformational leadership concepts that could lead to
sustainability.

Psychological perspective. Chatterjee (2015) explained that an entrepreneur’s
psychological characteristics include unique values and attitudes that justify satisfying a
need for self-efficacy, achievement, innovativeness, and independence. According to
Hughbank and Horn (2015), factors that applied to the psychological perspective to
leadership include the uncertainty and unpredictability of the external environment,
personal values and ethics, and the assessment of individual abilities based on leadership
experience. Within these factors of psychological leadership, leaders should remain
flexible to the variables of individualism, experience, and culture (Hughbank & Horn,
2015). Hughbank and Horn identified individualism using the theory of behaviorism to
represent the value of the leader’s characteristics and abilities. Education, professional
development, and practical experience influence effective leadership behavior; leaders
develop education and experience based on trial and error because of a dynamic
environment. Hughbank and Horn suggested psychological empowerment is most
beneficial as a combination of sustainable, transformational, and transactional leadership

behaviors. Sustainable leadership represents an extension of transformational-
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transactional leadership paradigm by identifying the relationships between personal and
organizational development, and sociological and ecological development. The factors of
the psychological perspective to leadership influence psychological empowerment of
individualism, experience, and culture.

Scholars also categorize psychological empowerment into four constructs:
meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact; psychological empowerment is
most useful as a combination of all four constructs (Pradhan, Panda, & Jena, 2017). The
constructs demonstrate the perceived value of work, confidence in the abilities to perform
organizational tasks, the decision to initiate and regulate self-performed actions, and the
perception of self-influence (Pradhan, Panda, & Jena, 2017). Lan and Chong (2015)
agreed with scholars who support the relationship between transformational leadership
and psychological empowerment. Similar to transformational leadership, psychological
empowerment promotes employee value, creativity, and self-efficacy (Lan & Chong,
2015). Lan and Chong asserted that psychological empowerment represents a mediator
for the relationship between transformational leadership and organizational commitment
and employee satisfaction. Amundsen and Martinsen (2015) also agreed with scholars
who supported this relationship of psychological empowerment, using the term
empowerment leadership, in comparison to self-leadership. Amundsen and Martinsen
noted that self-leadership involves controlling one’s behavior and strategies. Amundsen
and Martinsen (2015) suggested that both empowerment leadership and self-leadership
represent characteristics and behaviors that complement each other; empowerment

leadership illustrates empowering actions that promote empowering reactions.
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Psychological empowerment relates to transformational leadership by influencing
behaviors that develop organizational effectiveness. In the following section, I will

provide supporting theories of transformational leadership found in the literature.

Supporting Theories of Transformational Leadership

Leader-member exchange theory. Incorporating the leader-member exchange
theory (LMX), a leader’s actions might influence a follower’s attitudes and behaviors
(Buch, Thompson, & Kuvaas, 2016). A high-quality LMX relationship includes the
leader’s keen ability to predict follower performance and work-related attitudes through
social exchange (Buch et al., 2016). Social exchange requires ample time for relationship
development; in turn, leaders could focus on a transformational LMX relationship with
some followers and a transactional LMX relationship with others (Buch et al., 2016).
Transactional LMX relationships associate with economic exchanges by regular role-
defining interactions and influence lower performance and commitment (Buch et al.,
2016). The relationship between the leader and the follower relate to the components of
the leader-member exchange theory.

Epitropaki and Martin (2013) agreed that social influence promotes obtaining
power and increasing the ability to access both tangible and intangible resources by
utilizing the social exchange theory and the resource theory of social exchange to
illustrate their assertion. Epitropaki and Martin noted that the social exchange theory
applies reciprocating positive behaviors by strengthening interpersonal relationships
through transformational leadership behaviors. The exchange of the leader’s ability to

communicate a vision and promote development reciprocates with rationality and
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positivity (Williams, Scandura, Pissaris, & Woods, 2016). The resource theory of social
exchange is a representation of LMX by categorizing the contrasts of effective
interactions and weak interactions as a high and a low leader and follower exchange
(Epitropaki & Martin, 2013). If an entrepreneur perceives the environment as generous
in resources, this is the result of high leader and follower exchanges (Williams et al.,
2016). Low leader and follower exchanges are conducive to a feeling constraint due to
limited access to tangible and intangible resources (Williams et al., 2016). Both the
social exchange theory and the resource theory of social exchange are developmental
concepts that are determinates of the dynamics between leader and follower.

Epitropaki and Martin (2013) evaluated literature both for and against the
relationship between transformational leadership and the LMX by noting that leader-
follower exchanges could also be comparative to transactional leadership behavior.
Epitropaki and Martin supported their evaluation by stating that, from the perspective of
transactional leadership, social exchange focuses on personal and career development as
opposed to transformational leadership exchanges that promote the development of the
individual and the organization collectively. The social exchange theory and the resource
theory of social exchange represent leadership behaviors that focus on the interactions
between the leader and the follower.

Hamstra, Van Yperen, Wisse, and Sassenberg (2014) proposed that the leadership
style, whether transformational or transactional, is an indicator of the follower’s
achievement goals by recognized standards of competence that incorporate motivational

behaviors and influence performance. Achievement goals based on comparing
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performance with others represent aiming to outperform others, and achievement goals
based on skill level represent aiming to learn by developing job skills (Hamstra et al.,
2014). Transactional leaders emphasize the contrasts of individual performance to
influence followers to appeal to the rewards that are contingent on achievements.
Transformational leaders influence developing skills and developing as a team as
opposed to focusing on performance comparison (Hamstra et al., 2014).
Transformational and transactional leadership behaviors exemplify the value of
achievement goals for the entrepreneur and the organization.

Social identity theory. The social identity theory is the self-perception of one’s
sense of value by measuring their status (Guan & So, 2016). Analyzing interactions and
relationships based on social status define beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors (Guan & So,
2016). Identifying with social status encourages group-oriented behaviors that promote
increased performance and individual self-efficacy, and a sense of belonging and
responsibility to the group (Guan & So, 2016). As the similarities of group identification
and engagement increase, the influence of capabilities increases the idea of self-efficacy
among group members (Guan & So, 2016). Group-oriented behaviors and team
engagement are essential for individual and team performance and growth.

Garcia-Buades, Martinez-Tur, Ortiz-Bonnin, and Peir6, (2016) defined team
engagement as a positive psychological concept demonstrated by sharing interactions and

experiences of vigor, dedication, and absorption (see Table 4).
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Table 4

Concepts of Team Engagement

Vigor High energy, mental resilience, and persistence

Dedication Strong involvement, sense of significance, and
inspiration

Absorption Full concentration without attention to time passing

Transformational leadership behaviors influence the concepts of team engagement and
individual and organizational performance (Garcia-Buades et al. 2016). The concepts of
team engagement also indicate collective well-being, especially in an environment that
recognizes ideas and suggestions for improvement (Garcia-Buades et al. 2016). Ideas
and suggestions for improvement learned from transformational leadership behaviors
increase knowledge and expertise for implementing strategies for sustainability.

Transformational leadership as an intervention. Alexander and Hardy (2014)
presented a quasi-experimental study that outlines a relationship between
transformational leadership behaviors and the effects of transformational leadership on
poor performers. Alexander and Hardy proposed that as transformational leadership
behaviors attempt to improve the performance of poor performers, the leadership
behavior also increases the perception of performance intervention to be more receptive.
Transformational leadership aligns with Alexander and Hardy’s proposition that
leadership behavior encourages performance beyond expectations.

Transformational leadership and pro-organizational behavior. Leadership is
also comparable from an organizational perspective. Scholars identified a relationship
between transformational leadership in MLMs and selfless pro-organizational behavior

(SPB), a term coined to represent behaviors that benefit the organization and the
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entrepreneur (Effelsberg, Solga, & Gurt, 2014). Specifically, SPB is a choice to

contribute to an organization instead of solely increasing personal gains, such as
reputation (Effelsberg et al., 2014). SPB is vital to understanding that transformational
leadership extends past self-interest for the benefit of entrepreneurial success; this
illustrates influencing a collective perspective as opposed to individualism (Effelsberg et
al., 2014). The scholars also present a contrasting view of pro-organizational behavior.
A direct contrast to SPB is unethical pro-organizational behavior (UPB),
behaviors that benefit the organization at the expense of the market or the consumer
(Effelsberg & Solga, 2015). Organizational behaviors such as bribery or concealing
product flaws are examples of UPB that increase the organization’s goals, but adversely
affect external stakeholders in the market such as the consumers or communities
(Effelsberg & Solga, 2015). Effelsberg and Solga (2015) researched the relationship
between UPB and transformational leadership behaviors based on a follower’s
willingness to perform unethical behaviors to align individual goals with organizational
goals and to create a sense of identity with the organization. Effelsberg and Solga also
stated that the idea of a sense of identity with the organization recognizes a person’s
strong desire to belong and acquire a psychological attachment to the organization.
Effelsberg and Solga (2015) proposed that transformational leaders’
organizational identification might influence followers to behave unethically in response
to leadership behaviors. Graham, Ziegert, and Capitano (2015) agreed with this
perspective and added that followers might engage in unethical behavior to express

gratitude towards their leaders because of the desire for a positive social exchange
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relationship. Effelsberg and Solga (2015) concluded that the moral influence stemming
from transformational leadership should promote positive organizational identification
and interactions with external stakeholders. I included the next section to present

examples of opposing theories to transformational leadership.

Contrasting Theories of Transformational Leadership

Critical management theory. Andersen (2015) opposed the TLT as a universal
contingency theory and asserted there is a bias leader-follower relationship that obstructs
organizational performance and effectiveness. Andersen also supported his opposition by
noting that transformational leadership focuses on skills and behaviors while failing to
address leadership behavior outcomes; transformational leadership is an alluring self-
image of leaders that oversimplifies the phenomenon of leadership and the necessary
actions and behaviors that yield results in organizational performance. Andersen
imposed the critical management theory as an opposing theory of transformational
leadership. Anderson’s critical management theory interprets a realistic perspective of
managerial behavior. Andersen inferred that the followers determine achievement goals
as opposed to transformational leaders; transformational leaders extend achievement
goals by also influencing effectiveness. The next contrasting theory is the self-
consistency theory.

Self-consistency theory. The influence of transformational leadership is
contingent upon the personality of the follower, not solely based on transformational
leadership behavior and style (Ho, 2016). Ho (2016) agreed that followers are more apt

to perform well in an environment in which they feel satisfied and committed, but the
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follower’s perspective on leadership is also a factor. The self-consistency theory
contrasts the transformational theory by asserting the follower’s self-esteem affects the
perception of leadership and the reciprocation of transformational leadership behaviors
(Ho, 2016). Followers with high self-esteem encourage challenging expectations and
greater responsibility consistent with transformational leadership behaviors (Ho, 2016).
Ekrot, Rank, and Gemiinden (2016) agreed that employees exemplifying higher abilities
recognize opportunities and react to constructive criticism as opportunities for growth
and development. Followers with low self-esteem might view leadership behaviors as a
threat due to a lack of confidence in the ability to accomplish the leader’s expectations
(Ho, 2016). Feelings of discouragement and frustration stemming from low self-esteem
contrast the ability to present ideas for innovation due to the fear of scrutiny; constructive
criticism is concerning due to the fear personal perception and evaluation based on the
desire for social approval (Ekrot et al., 2016). In the next section, I focused on the topic
of sustainability and the relationships between sustainability and leadership and
entrepreneurship.
Sustainability

Sustainability demonstrates an economic indicator of survival beyond a specific
timeframe or existing as a business entity for a certain amount of time (Fisher, Maritz, &
Lobo, 2014). The problem is that only about 50% of new businesses started in 2011
survived for 5 years (United States Department of Labor, 2016). For this study,
sustainability represents measuring business regarding success and failure, as the

meanings of success or failure are multidimensional and could differ by personal
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perception (Le & Raven, 2015). Owens, Kirwan, Lounsbury, Levy, and Gibson (2013)

described the most common definition of success as measuring economic factors that
relate to performance, survival, growth, and profitability. As financial gain is a
reasonable indication of success, financial performance is not the only determinate of
entrepreneurial success (Wach, Stephan, & Gorgievski, 2016). Measuring success is
subjective; thus, success could vary based on the entrepreneur’s assessment of
achievement (Wach et al., 2016). One’s perception of success could be a failure by
another; the perception of success or failure is not concrete and could change over time
(Davis, 2016). Instead, sustainability will represent the idea of business success; Jackson
and Jackson (2015) noted a sustainable business is profitable and valuable to consumers.
The interpretation of failure represents a source of learning from failed experiences
(Byrne & Shepherd, 2015). Knowledge gained from failed experiences are vital to
building a more sustainable business on the next attempt.

The development of strategic sustainability relates the value of sustainability to
the accomplishment of organizational goals; the four drivers of sustainability strategies
are legality, profitability, innovation, and organizational change and social impact
(Radulescu, 2016). The legality of sustainability represents the strategies that pertain to
the conditions required by labor and environmental laws, while profit-driven strategies
analyze the social and environmental positions that could improve intangible assets
(Radulescu, 2016). Innovation strategies for sustainability incorporate economic, social,
and environmental benefits, and organizational change and social impact strategies

integrate long-term development with network collaboration (Radulescu, 2016). The four
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drivers of sustainability strategies illustrate concepts that are invaluable to organizational
development.

Corporate social responsibility. Wyness, Jones, and Klapper (2015) expanded
on the social impact of sustainability on business accountability and corporate social
responsibility. Entrepreneurial scandals adversely affect the implementation of social
practices and are the direct cause of imposing corporate social responsibility standards
(Gonzalez-Rodriguez, Diaz-Fernandez, & Simonetti, 2015). Corporate social
responsibility represents the decision-making behavior of entrepreneurs during ethical
dilemmas (Gonzélez-Rodriguez et al., 2015). The intent of corporate social responsibility
enforces a different perspective of the misrepresentation of entrepreneurship and its
association with greed, capitalism, and improper consumerism (Wyness et al., 2015).
Opposed to solely equating entrepreneurship with personal gain, developing economic
growth and sustainability contribute to global economic development (Wyness et al.,
2015). Entrepreneurs practicing corporate social responsibility implement ethical
standards in business and in their actions for social change that affect the community.

Baumol (2016) recognized that there are entrepreneurs that practice social
responsibility by giving back to the community and contributing donations.
Parhankangas, McWilliams, and Shrader (2014) asserted that social responsibility leads
to job creation, increased tax revenue, and attentiveness to consumer needs in the
community. Coben (2014) described cultural sustainability as a driver of economic
activity and poverty alleviation stemming from generating jobs and revenue, increasing

profitability, and economic stimulation. Further, the study conducted by Wyness et al.
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(2015) supported that entrepreneurship has the potential to become a significant
contribution to the well-being and the sustainability of society. Social entrepreneurship
combines innovative aspects of business, development, economics, sociology, and social
work to analyze global community issues (Foy Connor & Bent-Goodley, 2016). Sulphey
and Alkahtani (2017) defined social entrepreneurship as an adaptable process of
addressing social problems and basic needs in the community that retail organizations
ignore. Sulphey and Alkahtani added that social entrepreneurs combine creativity with
practical skills to develop and implement innovation. Social responsibility is an indicator
of sustainability valuable for the entrepreneurs, organizations, and communities.

Parhankangas, McWilliams, and Shrader (2014) suggested a perspective that
corporate social responsibility attributes more to retail organizations and sustainability
parallels entrepreneurship. Sustainability strategies affect employees, communities, and
consumers, and require more than marginal improvements associated with corporate
social responsibility (Parhankangas et al., 2014). Innovation and disruptive technology
are critical strategies for sustainability that increase the potential for competitive
advantage as new business models (Parhankangas et al., 2014). Entrepreneurs benefit
from taking advantage of implementing new business models because of the freedom to
experiment and the flexibility to cope with market uncertainty (Parhankangas et al.,
2014). Sustainable business practices have a beneficial relationship with
entrepreneurship.

Sustainability entrepreneurship. Minello, Alves Scherer, and da Costa Alves,

(2014) generalized entrepreneurial behaviors as concepts of competence that are vital for
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reaching sustainability, defined as the ability to capitalize on resources, engaging and
committing to the responsibility of learning, and incorporating a strategic plan. The
ability to capitalize on resources represents building entrepreneurial behaviors by training
and preparing to think with creativity and optimism that could lead to innovation and
acquiring a market niche (Minello et al., 2014). Acknowledging responsibility for
learning implements ownership of behaviors and any consequences of behaviors as the
entrepreneur calculates risk and identifies new opportunities (Minello et al., 2014).
Demonstrating the ability to view future opportunities in the present outlines a strategic
vision (Minello et al., 2014). The concepts of entrepreneurial competence could
minimize diversions from sustainability and dually serve the purpose of presenting
concepts to use as learning opportunities when reflecting on business failure.

Van Rooij (2015) asserted the importance of learning from failure, explicitly
avoiding repetitive mistakes. The inability to reach a level of sustainability is not an
absolute indication of business failure; one should analyze whether there was a cause or
whether the failure was unavoidable (Van Rooij, 2015). Pinho and Elisabete (2014)
stated that the ability to identify opportunities improves as past experiences increase
influence quality, innovation, value creation, and opportunity assessment (Pinho &
Elisabete, 2014). The idea of reassessing structures, cultures, and practices has the
potential to initiate a transition toward sustainability (Timmermans, Van Der Heiden, &
Born, 2014). Ideally, entrepreneurs should strategize the advantages and disadvantages
of relaunching after a business failure. Ucbasaran, Shepherd, Lockett, and Lyon (2013)

recognized that entrepreneurs should analyze the financial, social, and psychological
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costs of failure as exiting an entrepreneurial career could be the better option if these
costs are too high in comparison to the benefits of starting a new business venture.
Sustainability for this study is quantifiable by owning a business affiliated with an MLM
for more than 5 years.
Summary and Transition

In summary, I intended to explore transformational leadership strategies that I
identified from the participants’ experiences of sustaining an MLM business beyond 5
years. The research question aligned with the problem and purpose to obtain data
through qualitative, multiple-case study research. The literature review constructs
included an evaluation of the MLM structure, background of transformational leadership,
supporting and contrasting theories of transformational leadership, and concepts of
sustainability. The organizational structure of MLM is the foundation for earning income
from selling an organization’s product or service and recruiting to build a team within the
develop an entrepreneurial business. I chose transformational leadership as a suitable
concept and theory of leadership based on the components charisma, inspiration,
intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration that could stimulate
entrepreneurial development. To expand the TLT, supporting theories included LMX
and social identity theory. To provide an opposing perspective, contrasting theories
included critical management theory and the self-consistency theory. To further expand
the research question, I included concepts of sustainability in the literature review.

In Section 2, I expand on the purpose of the study by defining the roles of the

researcher and the participants to mitigate potential bias. Identifying the research method
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and design is an expansion of the nature of the study to introduce the sample and
population. Iintroduced and discussed the ethical requirements of the qualitative,
multiple-case study research to illustrate the validity and reliability of data collection,
organization, and analysis.

Section 3 is an analysis of the data collected from audio-recorded, semistructured
interviews and reflective journaling. I interviewed 10 participants to explore their
experiences of MLM entrepreneurial leadership and sustainability. I discussed the use of
classic method of data analysis to categorize the recurring themes in the participants’
responses. To support the results, I included a quote from the data that corresponds with
each recurring theme: self-efficacy, behavioral approach to leadership, psychological
perspective of leadership, resource theory of social exchange, and achievement goals. I
discussed how this study could apply to effective professional practice for business
improvement. I included the implications for social change relating to economic and
community development. In the recommendations for action and future research, I
discussed who could be attentive to this study and the flexibility of the research. Finally,

I reflect on the doctoral experience.
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Section 2: The Project

In this section, I reiterated the purpose of this study and detailed the roles of the
researcher and the participants. For the research method and design, I outlined the
requirements for determining the appropriate sample and population based on the
standards of ethical research. I also described the data collection process by identifying
the data collection instrument, data collection technique, and data analysis. The data
analysis process was a model of the requirements for reliability and validity because of
the use of member checking.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this qualitative, multiple-case study was to explore what strategies
entrepreneurs of MLMs use for sustainability beyond 5 years. The target population
consisted of 10 participants within various MLMs who had successfully maintained a
business beyond 5 years in North Carolina. Entrepreneurs could view the study results as
contributions to positive social change such as encouraging the development of
individuals using leadership to promote community responsibility and decrease the
community unemployment rate through entrepreneurial opportunities as opposed to a
retail organization.

Role of the Researcher

The role of the researcher is to be the primary data collection instrument; I
interviewed a selected number of participants to research common themes as strategies
for entrepreneurial sustainability. Miyazaki and Taylor (2008) noted the importance of

the ethical research to mitigate any misinterpretation of the participants’ responses or
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unethical behavior that could result in interviewer or researcher bias. First, the
researcher’s interests could compromise the research design, recording, interpretation, or
evaluation of the study (Miyazaki & Taylor, 2008). Second, the researcher’s interests
could compromise the participants’ perception of the interview questions (Miyazaki &
Taylor, 2008). I completed the study as required, understood my role in the study design,
and interpreted limitations and challenges appropriate for reliability and validity.
Roulston and Shelton (2015) defended the notion that due to the interactions with
the participants, the reliability and viability of qualitative research could raise a question.
According to the Belmont Report, three culturally accepted principles should remain
constant in any ethical evaluation of human behavior: respect, beneficence, and justice
(Office for Human Research Protections, 2016). Respect for participants includes two
requirements, which consist of the capability of determining personal goals and acting on
such goals, and the protection of participants such that any involvement is voluntary and
the researcher informs the participant of their choice for voluntary involvement (Office
for Human Research Protections, 2016). I advised the participants that they could
withdraw from participating using verbal or written notification. Complying with actions
that are respectful, promote well-being, and protecting the participants from any harm is a
requirement of beneficence (Office for Human Research Protections, 2016). I maintained
my moral obligation by respecting all participants’ decisions by promoting well-being
and minimizing risk. Unjust actions include both denying any participant of a benefit
without just reason and imposing any burden on the participant (Office for Human

Research Protections, 2016). To avoid any preconceived injustices, selection of
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participants solely included the parameters of the study and did not reflect class or
ethnicity.

To describe my relationship to the topic, I assert that I have not successfully
implemented leadership strategies to sustain an MLM organization beyond 5 years. The
participants of this study included entrepreneurs of MLMs that have sustained an MLM
business more than 5 years and have implemented leadership strategies to build a
distribution network within their independent business of their respective MLMs. I assert
I do not have a personal or business relationship with any of the participants of the study
to mitigate bias of the researcher’s culture and experiential background.

To avoid viewing data through a personal lens, I implemented an interview
protocol that includes member checking, data saturation, and data triangulation to
correlate themes until the participants’ responses present no new information. The
concepts used for the interview protocol were important to gain unbiased insight of the
opinions, experiences, and behaviors of the participants when conducting interviews and
analyzing the research data (Rowley, 2012). Using the member checking process after
conducting the interview ensured the validity of the participants’ responses. Using data
triangulation methods semistructured interviewing and reflective journaling ensured the
depth and reliability of the data collected to reach data saturation.

Participants

Probst (2016) asserted that participants of a qualitative research study are sharing

personal experiences and researchers must respect their vulnerability and embrace their

knowledge. The eligibility criteria stem from components of the research question
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including entrepreneurs of MLMs who have successfully implemented leadership
strategies to sustain a business with a distribution network more than 5 years in the Wake
County area. The eligibility criteria required participants to have an independent
business within an MLM organization, participants must have a hierarchical status that
requires a team, and the business duration is longer than 5 years. Brinkmann (2016)
identified one approach to developing a qualitative interview as creating an instrument
that transfers reality from the participant to the interview. Identifying prerequisites for
establishing criteria is the first phase of qualitative interviewing and stems from previous
empirical knowledge relating to the research topic (Kallio, Pietild, Johnson, &
Kangasniemi, 2016). Selecting participants using a specific criterion is key to obtaining
qualified participants to gain credible information (Turner, 2010). Each of the eligibility
criteria is within the scope of the population.

To gain access to participants, I used social media to recruit participants by
posting a standard message on my page and groups that I am a member of on various
social media platforms. The standard messaged addressed entrepreneurs in the specific
geographical region for the study, stated my intentions for the study, and included the
participant criteria. If any potential participants responded to the post indicating their
interests, I contacted the potential participant via phone or email. When speaking with
the potential participant, I reiterated the reason for my criteria inquiry questions and my
intent for the study; I presented the participant criteria as questions to determine if the
entrepreneur met the criteria. Participants who met the criteria received an email that

included the informed consent form. Participants understood that agreeing to participate
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in this study is voluntary and participants were entirely able to withdraw at any time. I
contacted the participants who replied with consent by phone or email to schedule a
semistructured interview. According to Evangelinou-Yiannakis (2017), semistructured
interviews are appropriate to create a relaxed and comfortable environment that
encourages freely discussing open-ended questions. Doody and Noonan (2013) outlined
the advantages of interviewing including gaining insight and context, asking probing
questions for further clarity, and stimulating self-exploration and discovery. Challenges
of gaining access could include the participant’s perception of validity or the
requirements of the ethics committee (Hoyland, Hollund, & Olsen, 2015).

Strategies for establishing a working relationship with participants included
obtaining consent and following the interview protocol. Obtaining consent provided
participants with the reasons for the study, potential risks or benefits of involvement, and
the expected outcomes of the study (Cridland, Jones, Caputi, & Magee, 2015). To
establish awareness, I provided the participant with information detailing the interview
process. The interview protocol included explaining the purpose of the study and the
behavioral expectations of the researcher and the participant (Taylor, Parshuram, Ferri, &
Mema, 2017). To build rapport, I discussed with the participant the value of their
experiences to the study; as Wolgemuth et al. (2015) suggest, participants appreciate
sharing their experiences with empathetic listeners with the intent to benefit others. The
eligibility requirements aligned with the research question to explore entrepreneurial

leadership strategies implemented for sustainability in MLMs beyond 5 years.
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Participants received a summary of the results of this study in a chart outlining which
leadership strategies might or might not be more prevalent in participant responses.
Research Method and Design

Research Method

Devotta et al. (2016) used an interviewing method to research lived experiences in
a community-based qualitative case study. I selected a qualitative research method to use
open-ended interview questions to explore strategies implemented by successful
entrepreneurs who maintained sustainability beyond 5 years. Kozleski (2017) illustrated
the value of qualitative research using the concept of social validity noting that
qualitative research could potentially apply to current and everyday life. Parallel to this
study, social validity includes the importance of participant engagement and contribution
critical to some aspect of sustainability (Jayawickreme, Jayawickreme, & Goonasekera,
2012; Kozleski, 2017). By selecting a qualitative research method and incorporating
social validity, I researched current experiences of strategies for sustainability that
entrepreneurs were willing to discuss during an interview

In contrast to the qualitative research method, the quantitative or mixed methods
do not relate to this study. The quantitative research method uses statistical data similar
to scientific concepts as opposed to philosophical perception (Barnham, 2015; Zyphur &
Pierides, 2017). The mixed methods approach requires integration of qualitative and
quantitative methods that justify the use of both inductive and deductive reasoning;
inductive research is more appropriate by analyzing the events presented from the

participant to identify significant categories to expand a theory (Ivankova, 2014). From
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the perspective that both the quantitative research method and mixed methods are not
appropriate for this study, I only used the qualitative research method.
Research Design

The qualitative research design most appropriate for this study was the case study
design. There are three components of case study research including lived experiences,
triangulation, and data analysis based on a theory (Gog, 2015; Géttfert, 2015). In this
study, I incorporated the three components of case study research by using triangulation
to analyze data from multiple participants’ lived experiences to find common themes
based on the TLT. The concept of triangulation is valuable to support the validity of a
case study by incorporating multiple methods of data collection (Denzin, 2012).
Potential benefits of a multiple case study include increasing understanding through
comparison and replication by providing multiple sources of evidence (Ridder, 2017,
Tumele, 2015). In comparison to a single case study, a researcher should investigate
multiple cases to collect data for the research question and support or refute
argumentation (Gog, 2015). This study is a multiple case study as I collected data from
various entrepreneurs of MLMs.

Population and Sampling

The scope of this qualitative, multiple-case study was the direct sales industry,
specifically focusing on MLMs. The population for this study included entrepreneurs
that meet the participant criteria by maintaining a leadership role in an MLM
organization for more than 5 years in North Carolina area. I used purposive sampling as

the sampling method for this study. Purposive sampling for qualitative research is
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appropriate to obtain a comprehensive understanding and as a strategy for semistructured
interviewing (Duan et al., 2015; Palinkas et al., 2015). Benoot, Karin, and Johan (2016)
categorized purposive sampling as a technique for collecting information-rich data in
which the researcher could gain knowledge and an in-depth understanding. I established
a sample of 10 participants that fit the participant criteria as an opportunity to reach data
saturation at the point in which the interview participants do not present any new data,
and other researchers could replicate the study. I used methodological triangulation and
member checking to ensure data saturation. The eligibility criteria required participants
to have an independent business within an MLM organization for longer than 5 years, a
hierarchical status that requires a team, and live in North Carolina. Each eligibility
criterion is specific to the research question for ensuring data saturation.
Ethical Research

For a qualitative, multiple-case study, I must implement strict ethical
considerations to comply with research ethics standards. I emailed the informed consent
form to all potential participants to advise the intent of the study and obtain permission to
include the potential participant in the study. Per the informed consent form, all
participants should print or save the form to keep for personal record and contact
information. I advised all participants that participants might withdraw from
participating in the study at any time without penalty using verbal or written notification
using the contact information provided on the informed consent form. The data will
remain saved in a password-protected document on a separate storage device for 5 years

to protect the rights of the participants. Walden University’s approval number for this
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study was 04-19-18-0659856. The study did not include names or any identifying

information of any of the participants for confidentiality.

According to the Belmont Report, participants must have a complete
understanding of their role in the study (Office for Human Research Protections, 2016).
To comply with this requirement, I informed all participants of the interview protocol and
follow-up member checking process following the submission of their consent. I advised
participants that participation is voluntary and that, at any time, a participant could
withdraw from the study without providing a reason via email or phone. The contact
information listed on the consent form included a statement of information on how to
withdraw from the study if desired. Agreement documents and any data collected will
remain confidential. Participants did not receive any incentive or financial compensation
for their inclusion in the study. I will store the data collected in a password-protected
document on a separate storage device for 5 years to protect the names of participants and
the organization for confidentiality purposes. I will destroy all data on the device after
the 5-year period. I destroyed all names and contact information at the completion of the
study.

I informed participants I would be interviewing to compile data to research
common themes that could contribute to sustainability in an MLM organization. |
advised that they would be participating in a 30-45-minute audio-recorded interview
during a scheduled time of their convenience where I would ask open-ended questions
regarding their MLM business and leadership strategies that led to sustainability beyond

5 years. I ensured participants understood that answers would be according to personal
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experience, and thus no answer is right or wrong; to protect the participants’ rights, the
participant could refuse to answer any question deemed uncomfortable. After the
interview, each participant reviewed the synopsis of each interview response before
analyzing the data for the study as the member checking process. I advised the purpose
of this process is to ensure I accurately represented all responses in the initial interview
correctly and appropriately. Participants could request a summary of the research
findings at the conclusion of the study.
Data Collection Instruments

In this qualitative, multiple-case study, I was the primary collection instrument.
In qualitative research, it is the role of the researcher to explore feelings and experiences
using qualitative methods to construct common themes and relationships (Branthwaite &
Patterson, 2012). As a data collection method, researchers should probe theoretical
works of proper interview procedures and interview protocol as opposed to the
assumption that interviewing is a natural experience that does not incorporate specific
requirements (Brinkmann, 2016; Kallio, Pietila, Johnson, & Kangasniemi, 2016).
Secondary data collection instruments included a semistructured interview method using
open-ended questions following the interview protocol referenced in Appendix A.
Interviewing as a data collection method in qualitative studies is most beneficial for
exploring comprehensive data of participant experiences. Kallio et al. (2016) and Doody
and Noonan (2013) concluded that the popularity of semistructured interview is because

of the versatility and flexibility of the structure that could relate to various study methods.
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Using the semistructured interview method listed in the interview protocol, I
engaged the participant with a series of predetermined interview questions referenced in
Appendix A. Researchers should develop an interview guide, understand how to identify
when to insert probing questions appropriately, and listen and transcribe an interview
before the next scheduled participant to discover areas for improvement for successful
semistructured interviews (Doody & Noonan, 2013). Idid not implement structured or
unstructured interviewing methods as structured interviews do not allow probing
questions for in-depth elaboration, and unstructured interview data prompts difficulty in
recognizing common themes due to the loose structure of nondirective questions (Doody
& Noonan, 2013; Panagiotakopoulos, 2011). To enhance reliability and validity, I
implemented a member checking process following the semistructured interview.
Returning the synopsis of the interview answers to the participant allows the researcher to
ensure the accuracy of the data and evaluate the data using triangulation (Birt, Scott,
Cavers, Campbell, & Walter, 2016; Harvey, 2015). The researcher applied convergence
and corroboration of the data for triangulation to document common themes stemming
from various sources of data (Gibson, 2017). Refer to Appendix A for the member
checking process.

Data Collection Technique

The primary approach for collecting data was conducting ten semistructured
interviews that refer to the research question: What strategies do entrepreneurs of MLMs
implement for sustainability beyond 5 years? Following the interview protocol in

Appendix A, each interview conducted used the same structure to comply with ethical
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considerations. The participant and I introduced ourselves, and I reiterated the
information from the consent form before beginning the interview process. After a series
of open-ended and probing questions, the interview concluded with discussing the
member checking process. To increase reliability and validity, I used the member
checking process to interpret the participants’ responses to the interview questions. To
ensure I had an accurate representation of the participants’ responses, each participant
reviewed the synopsis of each interview response. I asked the participants if they agree
or disagree with the synopsis of each interview response. I used reflective journaling as
the second source of data and to categorize common themes that are strategies for
sustainability. The reflective journaling process included taking notes of vital points and
observations as the participant answered each interview question.

There are fundamental concepts that are advantages and disadvantages to
appropriately using interviewing as a data collection technique. Downey (2015)
developed the concept of the looking-glass self as a synthesis of factors that could
influence the advantages and disadvantages of qualitative interviews. Subjective factors,
such as interruptions and silences, associate with disadvantages like anxiety in face-to-
face interviews based on interactions, emotions, and perceptions (Downey, 2015). The
interviewer must gauge the participants’ feelings, mainly pride, embarrassment, and
sympathy, for controlling the dynamics and avoiding potential problems (Downey, 2015).
Similarly, by gauging reflective verbal language such as a pause, the interviewer should
look for signs of uncertainty and disengagement (McVey, Lees, & Nolan, 2016). A

pause could also indicate advantages such as reflecting, listening, or channeling personal



50

experiences (McVey et al., 2016). Being attentive to verbal and nonverbal cues are
essential for conducting interviews as a method of data collection for accuracy and
ethical behavior.
Data Organization Technique

I organized the data by participant number to create a file including the recorded
interview, transcription, and member checking results. I coded each participant using the
letter P and a number 1 through 10 corresponding with the order in which the participant
agreed to the consent form. In a separate document, I listed each of the participants’
identifying information and the corresponding participant number for confidentiality.
Specific codes should represent all information that identifies both the participant and the
MLM organization (Wahyuni, 2012). Initially, I decided that NVivo qualitative software
was the best option for the interview coding process and data analysis. The benefits that
led to the initial decision to use data analysis software included time management, data
interpretation efficiency, and a data analysis audit trail (Brod, Tesler, & Christensen,
2009). I decided that the classic method using a manual coding process was a more
appropriate strategy for in-depth data analysis. I coded each file using a mind-mapping
process to identify potential themes and similarities to cluster data to compile in a
database. I stored the data securely as a password-protected document saved on a USB
device that remained separate from the study and did not have any personal use outside of
data storage for the study. I will destroy all data after five years of the study completion

date to comply with the requirements of the study and the Belmont Report.
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Data Analysis

The data analysis method for the qualitative case study was methodological
triangulation. Methodological triangulation is a combination of multiple data collection
methods to research a single problem (Denzin, 2012). Joslin and Miiller (2016) proposed
that that researcher should use triangulation to analyze various perspectives of a complex
problem to gain a better understanding. Using triangulation, the researcher could present
a method of asserting validity and reliability by identifying relationships to generate
knowledge using the data collected (Gibson, 2017; Konecki, 2008). I conducted a series
of interviews to gain various perspectives of leadership strategies for entrepreneurial
sustainability from multiple entrepreneurs in various MLMs. I used reflective journaling
as the second source of data for methodological triangulation. The reflective journaling
process consisted of handwriting everything seen and heard to reflect on the information
away from the research site to identify themes and patterns in the participant’s interview
responses.

I used the classic method of data analysis for categorization and analysis of
themes presented in the participants’ responses. A manual coding process is a physical
method for a cognitive overview to analyze connections in the data (Blair, 2016). Coding
with topics assists with prioritizing clarity and analyzing qualitative data (Vaughn &
Turner, 2016). Salmona and Kaczynski (2016) agreed that methodological transparency
is essential for increasing research quality, creditability, and transferability. The data
analysis process included categorizing concepts of transformational leadership to identify

key themes stemming from the data obtained from semistructured interviews.
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Reliability and Validity

Reliability

I conveyed qualitative reliability using concepts of dependability by asserting the
stability and consistency of the data (Houghton, Casey, Shaw, Murphy, 2013).
Chowdhury (2015) explained that applying the study’s meaning throughout the entire
work ensures dependability in a qualitative study. To show reliability in this study, I
used the classic method of data analysis to analyze common themes guided by the data
about leadership strategies and sustainability to ensure the study’s meaning applied
throughout the work.
Validity

The researcher conveys qualitative validity using concepts of credibility,
transferability, and confirmability (see Table 5; Houghton et al., 2013).

Table 5

Concepts of Qualitative Validity

Credibility Valuable research conducted in a believable manner

Transferability Answers if the research findings are transferable to another
context including the original meanings or inferences

Confirmability Valuable research conducted in a neutral and accurate manner

The researcher can justify credibility using triangulation and member checking to
confirm data by comparisons from multiple sources constructing a consistency in the data
(Casey & Murphy, 2009; Houghton et al., 2013). The member checking method was
vital to increasing credibility based on the interview transcription method and data
interpretations (Weinbaum, 2016). I used the member checking process to ensure an

accurate representation of the participants’ responses to the interview questions. During
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the member checking process, each participant reviewed the synopsis I wrote after each
interview; presenting new information during the member checking process will restart
the process. The researcher can justify confirmability by illustrating an audit trail in the
interview transcription and coding processes (Cutcliffe & McKenna, 2004; Houghton et
al., 2013). Confirmability also stems from a methodological analysis of the researcher’s
study to avoid potential bias (Connelly, 2016). I used the classic method of data analysis
for the interview coding process to compile a database of reoccurring concepts in the
data. The researcher can justify transferability with the use of detailed descriptions of the
context and including transparency in the data analysis to project a vivid informational
picture that resonates with the reader (Amankwaa, 2016; Connelly, 2016). The
researcher cannot determine if the study is transferable; the reader will reach this
conclusion based on interpretations of the data (Houghton et al., 2013). Other researchers
could adapt this study to other areas such as retail sales, marketing, direct sales, or any
other MLM organization. To show validity in this study, I ensured accuracy by using
member checking as each participate reviewed the synopsis for each interview question.
Member checking was complete if the participants’ responses presented no new
information consistent with data saturation.
Summary and Transition

In Section 2, I described the study and data collection methods. I was the primary
data collection instrument, semistructured interviews as the data collection technique, and
secure storage for the data organization technique. Iidentified the data analysis method

as the classic method of data analysis for theme categorization. In Section 3, I conducted
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a qualitative case study and presented findings based on categorized themes from the
participants’ responses. I identified a relationship between the data and implications for
social change to analyze the potential for tangible improvements and recommendations
for action. Last, I included reflections on my experiences of the doctoral process and

summarized the study with a concluding statement.
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Section 3: Application to Professional Practice and Implications for Social Change
Introduction
The purpose of this qualitative, multiple-case study was to explore what strategies
entrepreneurs of MLMs use for sustainability beyond 5 years. The trend of business
failure within the entrepreneurial MLM industry provided the foundation for this study. I
conducted semistructured interviews with 10 MLM entrepreneurs from various
organizations who maintained a business beyond 5 years. The data collected stemmed
from the following research question: What are the leadership strategies that
entrepreneurs of MLMs implement to remain sustainable beyond 5 years? The data
collection instrument used in this study included seven interview questions and the use of
probing questions for further clarification and additional information. To ensure the
accuracy and validity of the data collected, I used member checking after each interview.
I used the classic method to categorize and identify themes from the data that represented
important strategies relating to the research question. The findings were the following
leadership strategies that are key to sustainability in MLMs beyond 5 years: self-efficacy,
the behavioral approach to leadership, the psychological perspective of transformational
leadership, the resource theory of social exchange, and achievement goals.
Presentation of the Findings
In this study, I explored strategies that entrepreneurs of MLMs implemented for

sustainability using semistructured interviews and reflective journaling. The research
question for this study was: What are the leadership strategies that entrepreneurs of

MLMs implement to remain sustainable beyond 5 years? TLT was the conceptual
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framework for the literature review and the study. I compiled reoccurring themes from
the data using the classic method of data analysis. The common themes represented in
the data were self-efficacy, the behavioral approach to leadership, the psychological
perspective of transformational leadership, the resource theory of social exchange, and
achievement goals.
Self-efficacy

In the context of this study, self-efficacy is the desire to obtain economic security
solely as an entrepreneur or in addition to other employment. An entrepreneur’s
perception of self-efficacy might affect the level of competence that is critical for
sustainability (Brindle, Berger, Golla, & Kuckertz, 2018). When asked about the
strategies for sustainability, Participant 1 (P1), an entrepreneur with years of experience
with numerous MLMs, said:

I think I've been able to sustain by working hard, knowing and understanding the

products, and conveying them to my customers and members of my team. If you

are going to be a winner, you need to be with a winner. I think that is probably

part of my sustainability more than anything else. It's a very highly regarded

company; they've been around for a long time all over the world. It just has all

the ingredients for success. So, it is easy to sustain and maintain your business.

When asked about the strategies for sustainability, Participant 4 (P4), an entrepreneur
with experience in various types of entrepreneurial opportunities, said:
The way I talk to people about the business. Your leaders could share with you

what works for them, but it doesn't mean that it's necessarily going to work for
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you. So, I think you have to find your own niche in anything that you do, but use
their strategies until you find your own niche; and then you come up with your
own strategies when you really get into what works for you. So just listening,
talking, and trying to see what the partners are struggling with, what the
customers want to see, or what the intent is of the organization and just staying

focused.

P1 and P4 shared their experiences of strategies of sustainability, both relating to self-
efficacy and believing in the abilities necessary to sustain in MLM and perform as a
leader.
Behavioral Approach to Leadership
From the results of the data, I deemed the behavioral approach to leadership a
common theme during the data analysis process. The behavioral approach to leadership
pertained to completing and delegating task-oriented behaviors. When asked about the
challenges of sustainability MLM, Participant 2 (P2), an entrepreneur with years of
experience with managing a high number of entrepreneurs, stated:
It's figuring out there's non-negotiables, and whether it's working in 15-minute
increments in your business each day, or whether it's assigning, okay, Mondays
are my client care days, Tuesdays are my hostess coaching days, Wednesdays are
my delivery days. So, finding that balance is, I think every business owner has
struggled with, and that changes over time. So, it's not just scheduling, the

schedule from 10 years ago is not the same schedule I have today.
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When sharing experiences of maintaining sustainability, Participant 3 (P3), also an
entrepreneur with years of experience with various types of entrepreneurial opportunities,
stated:
Well, the thing with multilevel marketing and direct sales is that, at least with this
particular organization and a lot of them, it is all about adding to the team. It's
about growing and growing that is imperative for operations. To be successful in
this type of business, it's a mindset that you have to continuously grow to keep
your business going as well. It is a business, but it's also like volunteer work, not
full-time income. You are setting your hours to put the work in that you want to
work based on flexibility. But, [to] a lot of my team this is part-time income. So,
if they are ok with what they made on their full-time for that month, they may not
put as much effort into the business that month
P2 and P3 shared their experiences on the challenges of maintaining sustainability in
MLM and combat these challenges using task-oriented behaviors to prioritize and
continue with an entrepreneurial mindset.
Psychological Perspective
Using the data, I categorized the psychological perspective of transformational
leadership a common theme during the data analysis process. The psychological
perspective is the ability to embrace industry change alongside continuing professional
development and effective leadership; this is key for perspective strategies that promote

productive behaviors (Wiggins-Romesburg, & Githens, 2018). When interviewed about
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the leadership style, Participant 9 (P9), an entrepreneur who acquired a leadership status

within the first ninety days of joining the MLM organization, said:
I try to be hands-on and personalized. I pay attention to what each individual
team member needs because everyone’s learning style is different. I need to get
to know each one individually to know what is going to motivate them and keep
them excited about the business. Knowing them helps me help them. Some
people learn the ropes quickly and continue to stay motivated with little effort
from leadership. Others will need more one-on-one time and different strategies
of motivation. I want to help you help yourself; I want my team to learn to be

self-sufficient and be able to be a leader of their own team.

When asked about strategies for product education, Participant 10 (P10), an entrepreneur

with years of experience with numerous MLMs, stated:
I do my monthly newsletters to the team to talk about new products or specials. 1
also constantly encourage my people to go online and learn about the products
themselves. The company’s training site provides interactive videos that
stimulate your mind and prepares you with the product information you need to
help you in the field. I make sure my team knows when I am available and I can
assist with any questions. You don’t need to memorize everything, just

understand the product so you can present the benefits to potential clients.

The psychological perspective of transformational leadership is evident in the responses

from P9 and P10 because in both contexts of the leadership style and product education,
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the entrepreneurs are demonstrating ways to influence each other for development.
Resource Theory of Social Exchange
From the results of the data, the resource theory of social exchange emerged as a
common theme in the data analysis process. I decided the resource theory of social
exchange was the appropriate theme if the participant’s experience discussed utilizing
available resources efficiently in a resourceful environment or an environment with
limited access to resources. When asked about strategies for marketing, Participant 5
(P5), also an entrepreneur with years of experience with numerous MLMs, stated:
Phone calls or referrals from other people are a good strategy, especially with
vendor events and various activities. It is about getting out there and branding the
product and the opportunity; going out there and making face-to-face contact, as
the product sells itself. I use cards and give out samples or put them out at an

event.

When interviewed about product education strategies, Participant 7 (P7), an entrepreneur
who recently acquired a new leadership status, stated:
The company resources like the website that has information about all our
products. I use resources like brochures that explain the ingredients or other
information about the products for whatever I don't know off the top of my head.
I've been doing this for some years, so some stuff I have retained from memory.
But when I'm talking to people, and they ask about certain things about products

that I do not know, I do have to go online and research. So, I rely on the
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company's recommendations as far as the products and things like that. There's a

wealth of information on there.

Both P5 and P7 use company and personal resources for entrepreneurial gain and share
their expertise with the members of their team for professional development.
Achievement Goals
The achievement goals theme was apparent when discussing standards both for
the leader and for members of the team. Leaders could compare the performance of
recognized standards amongst members of the team to determine skill level and
individual development. Achievement goals promote long-term performance and
commitment (Wang, Li, Sun, Cheng, & Zhang, 2018). When asked about team building
strategies, Participant 8 (P8), an entrepreneur that has earned the highest prize status
available for the organization, stated:
Strategies for team building, now my team building strategies and team building
skills need improvement. This fiscal year, I'm going to concentrate on building
and adding at least two members a month, and that would give me a minimum of
24. That is what I want to do is increase it by that minimum of 24, but hopefully
more than that. I plan to do that by going out and meeting people to share my
card and follow up with them. Sometimes I will schedule on the spot for a

tentative appointment.

When interviewed about a team reward system, Participant 10 (P10), also an entrepreneur

with years of experience with numerous MLMs, said:
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The company has gifts and incentives that sales directors can purchase to give to
the team for rewards. I also personally pick up gifts that I can give for meeting
sales goals. We have the brunch to celebrate milestones and recognize new
people. We also recognize new people at team meetings when they join, meet a

sales goal, or add someone to their team.

P8 and P10 implemented personal achievement goals and promoted team achievement
goals for development and increased performance.
Conceptual Framework

I analyzed the data obtained by interviewing MLM entrepreneurs who maintained
a business more than 5 years to answer the overarching research question. Using the
results, I confirmed strategies that could lead to entrepreneurial sustainability in MLM.
The findings were that there is no specific strategy, but a combination of various
strategies stemming from the data analysis. I confirmed that self-efficacy, the behavioral
approach to leadership, the psychological perspective of transformational leadership, the
resource theory of social exchange, and achievement goals were the common strategies
that led participants to sustainability beyond 5 years. In comparison to the results and
data analysis, because there is no standard meaning of sustainability, there is no set
business model for measuring sustainability (Jaramillo, Arimany-Serrat, Vidal, & Ferras-
Hernandez, 2018). In the case of this study, maintaining an MLM beyond 5 years is an
indication of business sustainability.

I identified the TLT for the conceptual framework. The TLT is a current

contemporary leadership theory in which researchers could use in support of the value of
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business achievement goals (Kovach, 2018). Transformational leadership relates to the
MLM structure because of the leadership skills necessary to expand in MLM;
transformational leadership was an appropriate fit for analyzing entrepreneurial
organizations with increasing growth, constant change in an environment that is not
consistently micro-managed, and continuous emphasis on cognitive development (Ma &
Jiang, 2018). All the participants included in the research study had leadership
experience; because participants acquired a leadership role, each participant was able to
discuss experiences related to the leadership skills necessary to maintain the members of
their team and elaborate on how such skills led to the sustainability of their business. The
strategies for sustainability analyzed from the data collected compared to the existing
literature on effective business practice.
Applications to Professional Practice

The strategies for sustainability stem from data analysis using the classic method
and mind-mapping to cluster common themes. The data collection method included
interviewing ten entrepreneurs who maintained a business in MLM beyond 5 years. The
entrepreneurs interviewed exhibited leadership skills by meeting the qualification of
obtaining a hierarchical status that required a team. The leading theory in the literature
and conceptual framework was the TLT; both the theory and the data collected were
relevant to improved business practice. According to the data collected, there were
multiple strategies that I identified as common strategies that led to the participants’
sustainability; these strategies are self-efficacy, the behavioral approach to leadership, the

psychological perspective of transformational leadership, the resource theory of social
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exchange, and achievement goals. Improved business practice in entrepreneurship has
the potential for innovation in design-thinking tools and business models (Garbuio, Dong,
Lin, Tschang, & Lovallo, 2018). From an entrepreneurial perspective, improved business
practice encompasses implementing improved strategies that lead to economic stability,
entrepreneurial sustainability, and financial gain. From an economic standpoint,
improving business practice involves organizational innovation and development by
disseminating such innovation and development to the surrounding communities. As
implementing multiple strategies are necessary for improved business practice, a
combination of strategies is vital for entrepreneurial and economic improvements.
Implications for Social Change

The implications for social change included the potential positive impact on
community unemployment rates and community and individual development.
Entrepreneurship increases economic value and societal value (Ron, 2018). With the
growing trend of MLMs, consumers are choosing to become an entrepreneur as full-time
employment or adding an entrepreneurial investment to supplement income from full-
time or part-time employment. Economic security is indicative of stable or extra income
that provides individual and entrepreneurial development. Entrepreneurship also
increases societal value; visionary and innovative entrepreneurs focus on addressing
social needs such as improving poverty and promoting community sustainability (Foy
Connor & Bent-Goodley, 2016). By addressing complex social issues, entrepreneurs are

promoting the benefits of entrepreneurship and the impact on community growth.
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Recommendations for Action

By analyzing the data according to how often the theme appeared, the strategies
emerging from the participants’ experiences showed that entrepreneurs should employ
more than one strategy to maintain sustainability in MLMs beyond 5 years.
Entrepreneurs interested in improving current business practices, entrepreneurs with a
goal of maintaining sustainability beyond 5 years in the MLM industry, or nascent
entrepreneurs planning to invest in the MLM industry should be attentive to the results of
this study. Because of the flexibility of this study, entrepreneurs outside of the MLM
industry, such as direct sales or marketing, also have the potential to benefit from the
leadership and business strategies for sustainability. The results of the data collected
could disseminate through the literature, conferences, training, networking groups, or any
business or direct sales organizations.

Recommendations for Further Research

Future research on strategies for entrepreneurial sustainability will continue to
extend the body of knowledge. The limitations and delimitations for this study included
the inability to control the participants’ willingness to participate, the sole focus on
entrepreneurs in the MLM industry more than 5 years, and the geographical selection of
North Carolina. During the process of recruiting participants, I found that some
entrepreneurs were unwilling to participate in an interview because of the recording
requirement; future researchers could find a way to explore the practices of experienced
entrepreneurs using predetermined interview questions without recording or in a setting

that seems less formal. Entrepreneurs who were unwilling to participate in a recorded
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interview agreed to give their insight on leadership, and I noted their experiences in my
reflective journal. Future researchers could duplicate this study by recruiting in any other
realm of direct sales or use a different geographical specification. A quantitative study
could provide data correlations between strategies and sustainability by answering
questions stemming from an overarching hypothesis.
Reflections

Collecting data and completing the doctoral study was a rewarding experience
that is personally beneficial, as well as a benefit to my networking cohorts aware of the
research study and noted an interest in the results. To avoid personal bias, I used the data
from the participants’ responses as the basis for the common themes in the presentation
of findings. I focused solely on the participants’ responses for the data analysis and the
results of the study. I feel that engaging with the participants to listen and learn had no
adverse effect on the participants. Completing the doctoral study provided the
opportunity to learn insight from entrepreneurs with a current business in various
organizations in the MLM industry. During the some of the conversations about the
inclusion criteria or the interview process, entrepreneurs who had not sustained a
business past the 5-year requirement, had not acquired a team, or declined to participate
in a recorded interview also provided tips from experience regarding their sustainability
in their organization until this point. Topics discussed related to entrepreneurial learning,
adjusting to the next generation’s innovation, maneuvering in the workforce, remaining
cognizant of the targeted audience, and continuing a rapport with others despite career

path or job status.
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The recommendations for action refer to entrepreneurs looking to invest in a
business in MLM or entrepreneurs researching information to improve their current
business; this also includes entrepreneurs planning a second attempt at business
ownership. Such entrepreneurs should evaluate the reasons concerning the first business
exit and revamp strategies when returning to the market. This study contributes to my
professional development and business practices because I am an entrepreneur planning a
second attempt in MLM; the first MLM endeavor had a duration of 3 years, with a
portion of the last year at a hierarchical status requiring a team. By researching
entrepreneurs with at least 5 years of experience and leadership expertise, I collected data
that pertained to the main factors of MLM businesses: organizational growth by
increasing membership and sustainable profit by sales and recruiting. I have determined
that entrepreneurs in other MLM companies could use the leadership and sustainability
strategies discovered from conducting this study.

Conclusion

The purpose of this qualitative, multiple-case study was to explore strategies
entrepreneurs of MLMs use for sustainability beyond 5 years in MLMs. I interviewed
ten entrepreneurs as participants in this study to explore the personal experiences of
entrepreneurs who maintained a business more than 5 years and have reached a
leadership status in their organization. The data collected added to the body of
knowledge literature related to effective business practice and economic improvement.
From the data, I discovered that a combination of self-efficacy, the behavioral approval to

leadership, the psychological perspective of transformational leadership, the resource
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theory of social exchange, and achievement goals were all evident strategies that led to

entrepreneurial sustainability in MLM.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol and Member Checking

The purpose of the interview protocol is to confirm each semistructed interview
follows an identical process for each participant. The interview protocol ensures that all
steps required in preparation for each face-to-face interview, the duration of the 30-45-
minute interview, and completion of the follow-up member checking interview comply
with all ethical considerations and within the realm of the rights of the participants.
Protocol

1. Complete introductions.

2. Present copy of emailed consent form, review consent form, and answer any
questions or concerns.

3. Turn on the recording device.

4. Introduce participant(s) using pseudonym identification.

5. Begin the interview with question #1 and continue to the final question.

6. Follow up with any additional probing questions.

7. End the interview; discuss member checking process.

8. Thank participant(s) for their participation in the study and confirm
participant(s) have access to contact information for any questions or concerns
at the completion of the interview or member checking process.

9. Turn off recording device. End protocol.

Member Checking Process

1. Transcribe each recorded interview.
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Write a one-paragraph synthesis of question #1 and continue to the final
question.

Provide a printed copy of the synthesis to each participant.

Ask the participant if the synthesis accurately represents the answers to the
question and if there is any additional information.

Continue the member checking process until no new data. End member

checking.
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