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Briefing Note - This document was developed by the SEEK Safely Inc. Board of 
Directors to solicit Senate support for S1643-2021. SEEK Safely was established in 2013 
by Virginia and George Brown, the parents of Kirby Brown who was killed at a 5-day 
self-help seminar organized by James Ray.    

Objective:  
To inform the legislature of the threats to consumer safety and public health posed by the 
unregulated self-help industry and advocate for action with the proposed legislation 
S1643-2021  

The Issue:  
The self-help industry is at least an $11 billion per year industry in America alone that includes 
everything from books and blogs to seminars to multi-day, physical events for individuals 
hoping to improve their personal and/or professional lives. Many self-help “gurus” have little to 
no training and conduct unsafe physical events, putting their customers at considerable 
financial, emotional, and physical risk. There have been numerous incidents at the events of 
prominent self-help gurus, including the deaths of 3 participants at James Ray’s 2009 Spiritual 
Warrior retreat. The State of New York government should play a role in ensuring 
consumer safety and protecting public health.  

Background:  

In 2009, James Ray was at the height of his self-help success, after being featured in “The 
Secret” book and movie and on Oprah.  

Many attendees of this event had purchased their $9,500 spot during previous events, where 
they were pressured to buy further into Ray’s programs. Participants were given little 
information about the agenda prior to the retreat in Sedona, Arizona. Over five days, 
participants were challenged physically and emotionally leading up to the culminating event, a 
Native American-style sweat lodge. Mr. Ray, not trained or qualified to conduct a sweat lodge, 
turned the traditional ritual into a test of physical endurance, heating the tent to deadly 
temperatures. Two participants died of hyperthermia in the lodge itself, while another died in 
hospital five days later. Ray was charged with manslaughter by the state of Arizona and served 
18 months in prison for three counts of negligent homicide.   

This event is not the only example of what can go wrong when irresponsible self-help actors 
abuse their influence over customers. NXIVM, an Albany-area cult accused of trafficking and 
other abuses, used “professional development” as a front.  
Tony Robbins is yet another well known self-help practitioner who has been named in a 



number of customer complaints.   
 
Considerations:  
The tragedy at James Ray’s event exposed many of the dangers within the self-help industry.  
 

● Gurus are seldom trained in the techniques they use at their events, including group 
therapy-type scenarios. Gurus often use cult-like, torture-like tactics such as sleep 
deprivation, limiting food intake, and emotional intimidation to make participants more 
suggestible. There is often a lack of medical or psychiatric staff on hand to attend 
potential injuries.  

● Given the fractured nature of the industry, there is no set of ethical standards or best 
practices, nor a system of credentialing for self-help providers. There is little organic 
effort from within to self-regulate. Anyone can brand him/herself a “guru.” 

● Participants who have been harmed are frequently reluctant to come forward with their 
experiences out of embarrassment and shame, sometimes convinced by the 
company/guru that the incident was their own fault. Some are even paid off.  

● The prevalence of social media and in-hand technology has made it even easier for 
gurus to reach consumers.  

At the most benign end, consumers lose money. At the most extreme end, consumers 
lose their lives. Given the reality and growing potential for harm to consumers, the 
government must step in to protect its citizens.  

Recommendations: 

The New York State legislature should pass Bill S1643-2021. The proposed 
legislation compels unlicensed practitioners to mitigate risks at their event and also 
provides recourse for consumers to challenge self-help practitioners who do not fulfill 
these obligations. 

● Practitioners not holding a license to practice as recognized by title 8 of the 
education law would be impacted. 

● Their events will need to be registered with the Department of State. 
● At the time of contract, the client will be given a copy of the credentials, training 

or certifications held by the self-help practitioner. 
● Consumers would also receive clear disclosure of potential risks with a 

comprehensive risk management plan involving licensed medical and 
psychological professionals to provide protection for consumers. 

● Penalties for non compliance would be imposed by the Department of State. 

 


