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PERFORMANCE PARTNERSHIPS
Growing your Affiliate Program  
with Nontraditional Partnerships
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INTRODUCTION
Affiliates, also referred to as influencers, bloggers and publishers, are marketers first and 
foremost. They often excel at certain specialized skill sets and are adept at figuring out 
and adopting new channels before the larger players do.

By working with them as a partner, companies can leverage affiliates’ skills and 
capabilities to improve their company’s performance, particularly in the areas of:
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Traditionally, affiliates fall into five main categories:

1. CONTENT
Content affiliates typically use blogs as their platform to write about a brand’s products 
and services. High-value content affiliates are influencers and tend to have a strong 
following of readers.  Examples include “mommy” blogs and product review sites.

2. LOYALTY AND REWARD
Loyalty and Reward affiliates collect an audience base by offering a unique reward or 
loyalty incentive, such as cash back or earning cash toward college.  Examples include 
eBates and Upromise.

3. COUPON 
Coupon affiliates tend to be large companies that generally try and cover every deal 
available and offer it in the form of a digital coupon.  Examples include RetailMeNot 
and Coupons.com.

4. DEAL
Deal affiliates focus on one-day-only deals or shorter-term deals (e.g. two days only). 
These affiliates have gotten much more involved with social media to promote their deals. 
Many people combine coupon and deal affiliates, but they actually function differently 
and need to be managed differently.   Slick Deals is an example of a deal affiliate.
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5. SUB-AFFILIATE NETWORKS 
Sub-affiliate networks are companies that offer services to bloggers and website owners 
that can make it easier for them to monetize their blog/website. The sub-affiliate network 
signs up as an affiliate with a brand and hundreds (even thousands) of bloggers join the 
sub-affiliate network in order to promote that brand and get paid commissions – without 
having to sign up as an affiliate themselves. When the sub-affiliate network gets paid, 
they distribute payment to the sub-affiliates within their network who drove sales. 
Partnering with sub-affiliate networks can be a way for brands to promote their products 
and services to bloggers on a large scale. Examples include Skimlinks and rewardStyle.

SUB-AFFILIATE NETWORKS

www.accelerationpartners.com
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While these traditional affiliates will remain strong partners for companies, the 
opportunities for other types of reciprocal relationships are rapidly expanding.

There are five nontraditional partnerships that we believe are on the rise and will become 
commonplace in the near future:

• Business Development Deals

• Public Relations Groups

• Influencer Networks

• Referral Programs

• Storefronts
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1. BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT DEALS
In a business development deal, you’re trying to establish a relationship with a partner 
whereby they will send you business and you’ll compensate them for that business. 

For example, the business development team at an online photo retailer might do a large 
deal with a baby catalogue to get a coupon and a flyer in their publication. In turn, the 
photo retailer would pay the catalogue for redemptions. The photo retailer and the baby 
catalogue would negotiate a contract and then after the campaign ran, the photo retailer  
would add up what was owed and pay the baby catalogue. 

In essence, the  photo retailer is tracking and paying for something based on performance. 
The question is, when is that affiliate and when is that business development?

Because most traditional business development deals tend to involve a lot of manual work, 
they are hard to scale. As a result, they typically happen one at a time, are few and far 
between and are primarily focused on large partnerships. The smaller, but still very lucrative 
partnerships usually get overlooked because the process isn’t standardized or scalable. 

This is where the affiliate channel offers significant potential. Deals that are smaller and/
or less complicated could be added to a partnership/affiliate program.

Doing this would give companies the ability to take advantage of profitable partnerships 
that previously weren’t scalable, track that performance, capture important data, 
streamline communication and grow their business with brand-aligned relationships.
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2. PUBLIC RELATIONS TEAMS 
Many PR teams engage with hundreds – if not thousands – of different content  
bloggers and influencers, but often don’t have sufficient tools and resources to manage 
them effectively. 

For example, influencers and bloggers consistently contact PR teams, requesting that 
they send them free products in return for a write-up and/or a review. While good in 
theory, the PR team doesn’t really have the time to review every influencer’s site to 
assess the quality of their traffic or whether their influence is real or manufactured. 

By partnering with affiliates, PR teams could focus their attention on connecting with 
top influencers who have real sway with their audience. It would also allow them to track 
and manage the other hundreds or thousands of less influential bloggers and publishers 
who reach out to them in a more scalable way.  

An example is how Target leveraged their affiliate channel to build momentum and 
buzz around their collaboration with designer, Lilly Pulitzer. Target’s affiliate team 
communicated with their affiliates in advance about the details of the launch, gave them 
assets to support the site promotions, gave them content and offers and made it very 
easy for their affiliate channel to get the word out. 
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3. COMPANY REFERRAL PROGRAMS 
Customer referrals can be a cost-effective way for companies to gain new business and 
retain customers. Companies with referral programs run promotions that reward existing 
customers when they refer the company’s products or services to other people. 

Typically, customers are rewarded with discounts, credits and free products. In some 
cases, what they offer their customers is even better than what they offer their affiliates 
(which is counter-productive). Or, customers lose interest when they have earned one 
too many (i.e. diapers) products that they have no way of using. 

While referral programs have a lot of the same characteristics of an affiliate program, the 
economics are currently different (i.e. how customers are compensated for their referral 
versus how affiliates are compensated for driving a sale). 

In most cases, companies would benefit tremendously from giving their affiliates the same 
type of news and updates that they give to their customers who are driving referrals. 
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4. INFLUENCER NETWORKS 
The concept of leveraging influencers (influential bloggers, celebrities, Instagram stars, 
etc.) to promote brand awareness and affinity is exciting to advertisers. Doing so, 
however, is quite expensive and ROI can be hard to measure. 

Influencer-only networks (companies that aggregate influencers and match them with 
brands) typically don’t have tracking platforms and CPA analysis in place to demonstrate 
that the influencer’s efforts are effective.  As a result, brands have been spending tens or 
even hundreds of thousands of dollars on these influencers without having any idea what 
their ROI was.  

This has led to waning enthusiasm for this type of marketing tactic. Since influencer 
networks can’t really show ROI and there’s no tracking or visibility into whether the 
influencer’s efforts were effective or drove sales, brands are becoming less inclined to pay 
them a large flat-fee for access to their influencers. 

By partnering with affiliate programs, influencer networks would be able to:

• Add more value to advertisers

• Track and measure the efforts of the influencers 

• Ensure that the influencers are adhereing to FTC guidelines for compliance

• Protect their clients’ brand

• Ensure influencers are tagging their links as “nofollow” in their HTML code so that 
the advertiser’s SEO and affiliate links aren’t damaged

• Drive more incremental sales for their clients
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5. STOREFRONTS
Storefronts allow merchants to partner with a variety of nontraditional affiliates, such as 
schools, non-profits and individuals. A merchant creates a partnership with these types 
of organizations/individuals and sets up a co-branded storefront on their website. 

When supporters of the organization or person click on their co-branded storefront 
tracking link and make a purchase from the site, the merchant gives a portion of the sale 
to the person or organization. The storefront is thus a mutually beneficial arrangement, 
driving extra business to the merchant and making it easy for schools and other 
organizations to raise money. 

One example of a storefront is Reebok’s partnership with UFC fighter, Ronda Rousey. 
Rousey is both a brand ambassadors for Reebok and an affiliate. On their end, Reebok 
created a storefront for Rousey that features all of her Reebok–branded products. 
Rousey promotes this storefront through her own website, http://rondarousey.net. 
When people click on the “Shop” button within her navigation bar, it takes them to her 
Reebok-created storefront.
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CONCLUSIONS
The next generation of performance marketing will center around these nontraditional 
partnerships and will offer exciting growth opportunities to companies who are willing 
to adapt, adjust and innovate.  Collaboration between the affiliate channel and other 
marketing channels will become more pervasive as advertisers’ expectations grow 
around being able to measure their marketing efforts and accurately attribute credit to 
their different channels
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Acceleration Partners is an award-winning digital marketing firm 
focused on online customer acquisition for growing consumer 
and e-commerce companies. A leader in affiliate marketing, 
organic search, and paid marketing, we work with clients to design 
strategies and implement programs that deliver sustainable 
growth through transparent, high-value tactics. Our focus on 
digital marketing strategies that are brand-aligned has led to a 
client roster that includes adidas, eBay, ModCloth, Reebok, The 
Honest Company, Target, Gymboree, Tiny Prints, Warby Parker 
and many other top consumer brands.

marketing@accelerationpartners.com 
www.accelerationpartners.com

WHAT’S NEXT

Interested in learning more about nontraditional affiliate 
partnerships?  Contact us!


