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INTRODUCTION
Before we dive into details, it’s important to note that affiliate marketing is not a 
“channel” like SEO or email or paid marketing are considered to be. For those of us 
working in this space day-in and day-out, and having done so since the early days of 
affiliate marketing, we can unequivocally make the case that it’s much more than a 
marketing tactic. 

From what we know to be true (which is based on first-hand experience), affiliate marketing 
is a framework for which all marketing channels can and should flow through – especially if 
there’s any concern about attributing value to each channel and tracking its performance.

But before we get too ahead of ourselves, we need to simplify the complex, which is 
precisely the goal of this eBook. 

To accomplish this, we’ll break down the affiliate marketing landscape, who the players 
are, how they coordinate with one another, and some of the creative ways companies – 
in many different verticals— leverage this model. 

The affiliate industry has been overcomplicated and very misunderstood for most of 
its history; but it doesn’t have to be. From our perspective, the more you know and 
understand about this dynamic marketing model, the sooner you’ll realize the incredible.

“Simplicity is a great virtue but it requires hard work to achieve 
it and education to appreciate it. And to make matters worse: 
complexity sells better.”

Edsger W. Dijkstra
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THE AFFILIATE MARKETING MODEL
At its core, affiliate marketing is a way to pay partners. It’s a framework that rewards 
partners (what the industry refers to as affiliates, publishers and influencers) who drive 
quality leads and sales to the brands they work with. 

Like any other influencer, word-of-mouth or referral marketing, affiliate marketing is 
about a person or entity sharing information about a product or service and why they 
find value in it. A key difference is that, in the affiliate model, companies only pay their 
partners after they have delivered a desired outcome. 

Whether they choose to only compensate those partners who bring in paying customers 
to their business, or also reward those who provide qualified leads, the point is that almost 
any company can benefit from a system that pays partners after they have delivered a 
desired outcome.

So it’s not a matter of IF a company can benefit from affiliate marketing. It’s a matter of 
how they can go about utilizing it in a way that offers the most value to their business and 
their brand. 
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KEY AFFILIATE MARKETING PLAYERS
• Customers

• Affiliates (publishers)

• Affiliate Networks/ Technology Platforms

• Merchants (advertisers, retailers, brands) 

• Affiliate Management Agencies 

CUSTOMERS 
Customers are, of course, the people who purchase goods and services 
from retailers. They are typically online shoppers looking for product 
reviews, price comparisons, product recommendations, or just browsing.

AFFILIATE (PUBLISHER) PARTNERS
 Affiliates come in all shapes and sizes. They typically have their own 
audience through content, SEO, e-mail and social media activities. They 
can be bloggers, active social media posters, niche content sites, personal 
website owners, product review websites, shopping sites, app-to-app 
marketing platforms or loyalty, coupon and reward websites. 

NETWORKS/PLATFORMS
Affiliate networks and SaaS platforms act as intermediaries in the affiliate 
marketing space. Networks typically handle all tracking, reporting and 
payment to the affiliates/publishers and can either provide full-service 
management or self-service management of a program. Networks also 
provide companies with a network of affiliates. Affiliates apply to a network 
and then have access to hundreds, even thousands, of affiliate programs. 
SaaS platforms also provide companies with performance tracking, 
reporting, and payment, however, they do not manage affiliate programs 
or provide companies with access to a network of affiliates.
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AFFILIATE PROGRAM MANAGERS 
(IN-HOUSE OR OUTSOURCED)
The role of these individuals or companies is to oversee and manage the 
day-to-day operations of a program. They work directly with affiliates and 
with the network or SaaS platform that services the technological needs of 
the program.

MERCHANTS (ADVERTISERS)
These companies sell a product or service. Industries include financial 
services, travel, retail, telecom, broadband, gaming, and more

Here’s another way of looking at how all these players interact with one another:

PROGRAM MANAGER

CUSTOMER AFFILIATES
(Publishers)

AFFILIATE
NETWORKS

MERCHANTS
(Advertisers)

STEP 1
Customer visits 
the Affiliate site

STEP 2
Affiliate sets 
cookie through 
Network

STEP 3
Network delivers 
Customer to 
Merchant

STEP 4
Merchant reports 
Sale to Network

STEP 5
Network 
pays Affiliate 
Commission
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PLETHORA OF PERFORMANCE-BASED 
PARTNERSHIP OPPORTUNITIES
The term “affiliate” actually applies to many different types of partners, including 
individual people, companies, and organizations. Through the affiliate model, companies 
are able to manage these partnerships at scale and only compensate their partners when 
they’ve produced an agreed-upon outcome (e.g. driving a sale, generating a high-value 
lead, etc.).  This performance-based approach to paying partners is something that 
makes the affiliate model unique.

Let’s dig a bit deeper into the different types of partners within the affiliate model and 
what they do. 

CONTENT PARTNERS
Content affiliates typically use blogs as their platform to write about a brand’s products 
and services as well as social media channels such as YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, 
Pinterest, and the like. High-value content affiliates are influencers and tend to have a 
strong following of readers and social followers. Examples include “mommy” blogs and 
product review sites.

LOYALTY AND REWARD PARTNERS
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. 

COUPON PARTNERS
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.

DEAL PARTNERS
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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SUB-AFFILIATE NETWORKS
Sub-affiliate networks are companies that offer services to bloggers and website owners 
that help make it easier for them to monetize their blog/website. A 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, 
after taking a percentage of the commission themselves, they then 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 BrandCycle, Skimlinks and 
rewardStyle.

SCHOOLS
Yes. Even schools can be affiliates. So can teachers, school employees, and parents. All 
with the goal of fundraising for the school. 

For the sake of simplicity, we’ll use a school for our example. A school would sign up as an 
affiliate in a merchant’s affiliate program (e.g. Gymboree). The school would promote the 
merchant’s products and services via social media, email, and even the school’s website. 
They would also clearly communicate that, by purchasing the merchant’s products via 
the school’s affiliate tracking link, a percentage of the sale will go directly to the school.

This type of fundraising makes parents, friends, and family feel good about making 
purchases through the merchant as they know that some of the money will go back to 
the school to help enhance kids’ learning experience. And the merchant benefits by 
directly reaching their target audience, driving sales, and increasing brand awareness.

SUB-AFFILIATE NETWORKS

www.accelerationpartners.com

BRAND

SUB-AFFILIATE NETWORK

SUB-AFFILIATES
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BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT PARTNERSHIPS
At their core, business development partnerships are exactly the same as a partnership 
between a brand and an affiliate. The main difference is how the partners’ performance is 
tracked and compensated.

In the conventional business development model, business development teams 
prospect for large, lucrative partners. Once a partnership is agreed upon, the business 
development team – or their company – will provide the partner with a UTM code, a 
coupon code, or some combination of the two for tracking. They’ll use spreadsheets for 
reporting, paper documents for invoices, and cut physical checks for payment when the 
partner helped drive a sale or a lead to their business.  In other words, the company pays 
their partner for the outcome they produced. 

The predicament with this prevailing model is that, every step of the process is very 
manual and time-consuming; it’s also not scalable. As such, business development teams 
have to overlook smaller, mid-sized deals because there simply isn’t the time or resources 
to focus on anything except the “big” one-off deals. 

Fortunately, companies are beginning to realize that, not only are business development 
partnerships and affiliate-type partnerships virtually the same thing, but that the affiliate 
model offers incredible opportunities to scale their process so that it’s easier to manage 
the big partnerships. What’s more is that they are starting to understand that leveraging 
the affiliate model will mean that they no longer have to miss out on opportunities 
offered by small-and-mid-sized business deals. 

BIZ DEV CASE STUDY

Tiny Prints, the custom photo card and stationary company, was contacted by hundreds 
of independent photographers who were interested in producing holiday cards for their 
clients. It would have been impossible for Tiny Prints to manually manage all of these 
requests one-to-one. They may have been able to select ten or twenty of the large, 
established photographers to partner with, but that would have meant turning hundreds 
of other potentially lucrative partners away. 
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By leveraging the affiliate model, Tiny Prints was able to turn those few hundred 
photographers into over two thousand partners and access a scalable process that 
provided those brand-aligned partners with:

• Personalized tracking links and a co-branded landing page to use for driving their 
photography clients to. 

• Direct-deposit payment from cards sold through personalized tracking links.

• Content and support to help the photographers effectively promote Tiny Prints’ 
products to their photography clients. 

Through the technology platforms used by the affiliate model, tracking, reporting, 
invoicing, and paying their partners became an efficient, automated, profitable and 
scalable process. 

No antiquated codes. No spreadsheets. No invoices. No physical checks to cut. And 
no missing out on productive, profitable partnership opportunities due to time or 
resource limitations. 

REFERRAL PROGRAM PARTNERSHIPS
Many companies run promotions that reward existing customers when they refer the 
company’s products and services to other people. While referral programs have a lot of 
the same characteristics as an affiliate program, the economics are different.

In the referral program model, when a customer refers a friend or family member to 
a company and they purchase something, the original customer is then rewarded with 
discounts, credits, or free products.

In the affiliate model, affiliates who do the same thing are rewarded with a commission 
based on a percentage of the sale. 

To most, the affiliate model is more attractive because the partners are getting financially 
compensated. In the referral model, customers tend to lose interest in referring more 
people to the company once they’ve earned one too many free products, credits and 
discounts that they have limited use for. 
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INFLUENCER NETWORK PARTNERS 
Influencer networks are companies that aggregate influencers (influential bloggers, 
celebrities, YouTube stars, etc.) and match them with brands. A challenge with their 
model is that it typically doesn’t include a tracking platform that tracks clicks, orders, or 
sales, making it almost impossible to demonstrate whether or not the influencer’s effort 
was effective at driving sales. Many brands have spent tens, even hundreds, of thousands 
of dollars on influencers and then had no clue what their ROI was.

Understandably, enthusiasm for paying influencer networks a large flat-fee to gain 
access to their influencers has waned. Fortunately, the affiliate model offers a symbiotic 
solution. By partnering with companies through the affiliate model, influencer networks 
are able to:

• Add more value to advertisers

• Track and measure the efforts of the influencers

• Ensure that the influencers are adhering to the FTC’s disclosure compliance 
guidelines 

• Better 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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AFFILIATE NETWORKS AND SAAS 
PLATFORMS
Technology is an important component of an affiliate program. In the affiliate model, 
it’s the technology that makes it possible for companies to track and measure the 
performance of their program as well as properly pay their partners. This technology is 
provided through either an affiliate network or a software as a service (SaaS) platform. 

We break down affiliate networks into two types: full-service and independent. 

Both full-service and independent affiliate networks act as an intermediary between 
affiliates and merchants. These networks are set up to handle the tracking and reporting 
of affiliates’ activities and automatically pay out commissions to affiliates based on the 
rules set by the merchant. 

Many networks also host merchants’ program creative (banners, links, etc.), and promote 
merchants’ program to a large pool of affiliates who are members of that network. For 
their services, affiliate networks primarily charge their clients a performance fee, which 
is typically a percentage of program revenue (e.g. 1-2%) or commissions paid to affiliates 
(e.g. 30%).

FULL-SERVICE AFFILIATE NETWORKS
A main difference between a full-service affiliate network and an Independent affiliate 
network is that full-service affiliate networks offer affiliate program management. Full-
service affiliate networks include: 
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INDEPENDENT AFFILIATE NETWORKS
Independent affiliate networks do not offer affiliate program management. Instead, they 
focus more on account management for their clients. As such, independent affiliate 
networks are a lower cost option than full-service networks. Independent affiliate 
networks include: 

SAAS PLATFORMS
SaaS platforms serve solely as a tracking solution. Instead of primarily charging 
merchants performance fees, some SaaS platforms offer a variety of fee models, 
including fixed, volume/transaction-based, and performance fees. In turn, these 
platforms offer quality, white-labeled affiliate network technology to manage “direct” 
affiliate relationships for retailers. SaaS platforms also have the ability to create custom 
technology solutions for their clients. SaaS Platforms include:

NO ONE-SIZE-FITS-ALL
Selecting the “right” network for an affiliate program depends on a variety of factors, so 
it’s essential to carefully evaluate each one to determine whether or not it will meet your 
needs. Additionally, while a network does plays a crucial role in connecting your program to 
affiliates, it’s never enough to just depend on the network. To grow your affiliate program 
long-term, you also need a strong publisher/partner development process in place to 
sufficiently evaluate each partner and ensure they’d be a good partner for your program.
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AFFILIATE PROGRAM MANAGERS
Many different factors go into managing an affiliate program, including:

• Selecting the affiliate network or technology platform that will best accommodate 
the needs of a program

• Recruiting, screening, approving brand-aligned partners into the program

• Managing those partners 

• Monitoring and preventing fraud within the program

• Creating and driving promotions for partners to promote

• Conducting daily transaction checks

• Monitoring and managing the merchant’s product data feed 

• Responding to program inquiries

• Monitoring pay-per-click activity

• Creating and distributing informative newsletter to partners that share program 
and promotional updates

• Pulling reports of the program’s performance MoM, YoY, etc.

• Optimizing to improve conversions and overall activity

• and much more.

Because the day-to-day management of an affiliate program is very involved and 
time-consuming, many companies – especially those with $5 million or more in online 
revenue— partner with an independent third-party agency that specializes in affiliate/
performance marketing program management.

Often, these companies have a dedicated in-house person who is responsible for 
overseeing the high-level strategy, performance, and budget of the program. If that 
person has the expertise, resources, and capabilities, they might manage every aspect of 
their company’s affiliate program in-house.  

More commonly, however, is that the in-house affiliate manager lacks the time and/
or experience to effectively manage the day-to-day intricacies of a program, so they’ll 
partner with an agency to take on that role. 
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GLOBAL AFFILIATE PROGRAM 
MANAGEMENT 
Most retailers today see globalizing their activities and coordinating their marketing 
efforts as a necessity. As brands investigate the best ways to go global, they are realizing 
that different networks, platforms, and agencies have strengths in different markets. No 
one today offers full global coverage that can be considered best in class in every market 
in which they operate.

For example, a retailer working in the US might want to expand into London or Japan. 
Their network may happily launch a program for them in these new markets, but may not 
explain that their market position in those countries is very different than it is in the US. 
Salespeople have a vested interest in promoting their own services, whereas merchants 
that have an interest in developing global strategies need objectivity. 

This is why working with an experienced agency as a single point of contact to manage 
the different players on the ground can help simplify and expedite the process of going 
global. These agencies should be able to provide independent representation, support 
tools, technology, staffing flexibility, and, increasingly, global coverage. These agencies 
should also be experts in the various networks and platforms and understand how best to 
leverage those capabilities.

LOOKING TO EXPAND YOUR 
PROGRAM GLOBALLY?
Get strategies and insights to guide  

you through the process
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PERFORMANCE PARTNERSHIPS™
The Performance Partnerships™ framework is what brings all of these different players 
together in a scalable, cost-effective, and productive way. 

At their core, Performance Partnerships™ have four distinct features:

1. A CPA element. Partners bring a certain behavior to the table; once that 
behavior is delivered and tracked, payment is then made in real-time. In a 
Performance Partnership™, brands only pay when there’s a clear connection 
between results and performance.

2. Transparency. In a Performance Partnership™, there’s transparency, 
understanding, and ease about what your partners are doing to promote and 
represent your company and how they’re doing it.

3. A real relationship. Performance Partnerships™ are built on quality 
relationships. Companies not only know what their partners are doing to 
promote their brand, they are also confident about what they are doing. 
There’s clear communication, trust and respect. As such, there is no real 
difference between what a company considers to be “business development” 
relationships and relationships they have with affiliates. They are all partners.

4. A real-time tracking and payment platform. Performance Partnerships™ use 
real-time tracking platforms to handle operating agreements, tracking, and 
payments. These platforms also provide transparent real-time reporting to 
both parties. For some, this may mean adopting a traditional affiliate network 
solution. For others, it may involve engaging a software as a service (SaaS) 
platform.  Rather than keeping non-affiliate relationships separate from your 
affiliate programs, they are (ideally) all managed in the same place.  

Performance Partnerships™ take the best attributes of each of these components to 
create an efficient, effective marketing system instead of a sluggish, siloed approach that 
is difficult to scale. As a result, companies can be smarter and more strategic with their 
marketing.
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CASE STUDIES
Some of the innovative ways that the world’s leading brands are using the affiliate model 
in their business:

How an Online Brand’s New Affiliate 
Program Drove a 49% Lead Conversion Rate

How a Top Retailer’s Affiliate Program Grew 
Overall Company Revenue by 206% 

How Stella & Dot Used the Affiliate Model 
for Their Influencer Marketing Campaign

How the Affiliate Model Increased B2B 
Service Provider’s Lead Generation & 
Customer LTV 

How a Men’s Online Clothing Brand’s 
Affiliate Program Achieved an ROI of 46:1 
in 10 Months
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Acceleration Partners is an award-winning affiliate marketing 
agency focused on delivering brand-aligned, customer acquisition 
programs for the world’s largest brands.  We work with clients to 
design strategies and execute transparent, high-value programs 
that bring more customers, incremental sales, and faster 
growth. Our Performance Partnerships™ approach is a powerful 
framework for standardizing partner relationships and managing 
them at scale. Acceleration Partners is a trusted partner of the 
world’s largest brands, including adidas, Gymboree, ModCloth, 
Reebok, Target, Warby Parker, and many others.

marketing@accelerationpartners.com 
www.accelerationpartners.com

The affiliate marketing model is nuanced and, at times, complicated. 
With that said, there’s no reason the general structure of the model 
and the value it provides companies shouldn’t be clearly understood. 

We hope this eBook has simplified how the affiliate model is 
structured, who the players are, and how they can all work together 
to create a program that rewards the right people, at the right time, 
in the right way.

Contact us for more details about how a Performance Partnerships™ 
affiliate model can bring you more customers, drive incremental 
sales, and accelerate your growth – all while respecting your brand.


