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Emily Ersbak: When specifically looking at costs, the affiliate marketing model gives brands far 
more control over who they pay, how they pay them, and what type of action 
they pay them on.

Lenox Powell: I'm Lenox Powell, the host and producer of the Outperform podcast. On these 
episodes, I talk with Acceleration Partners team members, industry partners, 
and clients to bring you behind-the-scenes perspective on what the world's 
leading companies and performance marketers are doing to outperform in their 
business and marketing partnerships.

Lenox Powell: Welcome to the Outperform podcast. On today's episode, we're digging into the 
concept of cost per action or CPAs. It's typically referred to in the world of 
performance and partner marketing. We'll explore what it means and 
specifically why the affiliate model is considered one of the lowest CPA 
marketing channels. To help us unpack all this, I'm joined by Emily Ersbak, an 
Associate Account Director here at Acceleration Partners. Welcome, Emily.

Emily Ersbak: Hi, I'm glad to be here.

Lenox Powell: Cost per action, what does that mean exactly inside and outside of affiliate 
marketing?

Emily Ersbak: Yeah. Cost per action or CPA is a term used to convey how partners are 
compensated for an action. Outside of affiliate, CPA is often associated with 
cost per acquisition. However, in our world, they're different.

Emily Ersbak: For example, in affiliate, you can pay out on various actions in the path to 
acquisition. In the affiliate marketing world, we use the acronym CPA to mean 
cost per action. Examples of actions include sales, new customers, and high-
value leads.

Lenox Powell: What do brands typically care about when it comes to CPA?

Emily Ersbak: Typically the lower, the better. That said, CPA goals and KPIs vary from company 
to company, and especially with regard to where they're at in their growth path. 
For example, a younger brand perhaps that's been in business for just a few 
years is often focused on lowering their cost per acquisition because the 
channels they've been leveraging up to this point, which often includes paid 
social, paid search, display, et cetera, are increasing in overall costs.

Emily Ersbak: What we see time and time again in these situations is that while these paid 
marketing channels help newer, younger brands establish legs for their business 
and brand, over time the cost to maintain their results just gets higher and 
higher. They want to continue growing their customer base, but most of the 
channels that they've been leveraging only get more expensive as time goes on.
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Emily Ersbak: That leads to naturally looking at other channels that can help them continue 
their growth, but in a more scalable and efficient and lower cost way. That is 
when they tend to launch an affiliate program, as they can focus on the most 
incremental action they're looking to target and translate that to multiple 
different partnerships to the affiliate program.

Lenox Powell: Okay. Why would an affiliate program be a natural next marketing channel 
progression for a younger brand?

Emily Ersbak: Yeah, it's a great question. Whereas traditional paid marketing is something you 
pay upfront for and then hope for a return on the back-end, affiliate marketing 
is the exact opposite. You are guaranteed that return since you're paying on the 
desired actions that you're looking to target.

Lenox Powell: Stepping back for a second here, before we dive into the weeds of a CPA, why 
wouldn't a startup brand or a younger brand just start out with an affiliate 
program?

Emily Ersbak: Yeah. I mean typically they don't have the brand recognition or the customer 
base that's really important for an affiliate program. Affiliate is all about 
relationships with partners, and cultivating these relationships with affiliate 
partners takes time. There's no shortcut there.

Emily Ersbak: What we find is if a brand doesn't have brand recognition or clear messaging or 
even an established business model or a site that isn't converting, that makes it 
difficult for these high-value partners to promote a brand's products and 
services. It's important to keep in mind that affiliates are investing their time 
and money in promoting companies, and companies need to be respectful of 
that, or they run the risk of losing those partnerships forever. I mean for most 
brands, it's best to hold off on launching an affiliate program until that brand is 
more established.

Lenox Powell: Yeah, that makes a lot of sense.

Emily Ersbak: Another thing that I'd like to add is that because affiliate is all about 
relationships with partners, it is not an on-off channel. You can't just turn it off 
and then fire it back up when you run a campaign like you can with paid social 
or with paid search. Affiliate really is that long-term and long-tail program, 
which is why that's an important element to affiliate marketing.

Lenox Powell: Yeah, that's a really great point of clarity. In terms of CPAs, it relates to new, 
young brands. But what about larger, more established brands?

Emily Ersbak: Yeah. I mean most larger established brands tend to have that strong brand 
recognition or that solid customer base and strong online sales revenue. Most 
of them, especially category-leading brands, also have an affiliate program 
already.
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Emily Ersbak: Since they tend to already know that it's one of the most cost-effective 
marketing channels because of affiliates paying for performance structure, what 
they tend to want and need in terms of CPA really often relates more to 
refinement and optimization of their incrementality and profitability.

Emily Ersbak: For example, some of our larger clients with more established brand recognition 
had a profitability analysis that they look at that's based on the program's 
performance and cost. They treat it like a scorecard. It helps them determine 
what new partnership type they want to test or attract into their program. It 
also helps them analyze the data so they'd better understand how to optimize 
with those partners.

Emily Ersbak: An important thing to note here is that CPA is going to vary by partner. 
Sophisticated brands are going to play with that CPA based on their partner and 
even the product level to help further define what that incrementality in profit 
looks like to that.

Lenox Powell: What do you mean by they'll play with the CPA? How would they go about 
doing that?

Emily Ersbak: Yeah. I mean essentially testing. Since CPA at affiliate has proven out to be one 
of the lowest cost of any marketing channel, more established brands are really 
able to get creative with their affiliate program and test different partnerships 
and strategies with the various commission rates for different partners, really to 
both better understand margins and KPIs and to optimize them.

Lenox Powell: Talk a bit more about those partnerships and strategies and how CPA plays into 
testing them.

Emily Ersbak: Yeah. I mean this is really where performance partnerships comes in, which is 
typically an umbrella term to identify those new out-of-the-box partnership 
types that don't fall under traditional affiliates. These performance partners 
might fall within a different channel, a channel where an upfront flat fee might 
be the norm, but they're doing something similar through the affiliate program.

Emily Ersbak: By partnering with them through an affiliate program, brands are able to test 
out these new campaigns and strategies with new partnership types, but they're 
able to do so in a way that are far more cost-effective than if they were to test 
through that partner's traditional channel. Again, that is because with the CPA 
model, the brand is only paying them after they produce the result they're 
looking for.

Lenox Powell: Is there an example you could share of that?

Emily Ersbak: Yeah. I used to work with a brand that would have their public relations team 
sent through emails from influencers requesting product and payment for a 
sponsored post. The goal by sending it to us was to work with those influencers 
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to offer them product in exchange for a post and recruit them into the affiliate 
program to pay them out on a CPA model. We would then continue to work 
with these partners to monitor their performance on their long-tail content and 
get them engaged in new campaigns and to the channel.

Emily Ersbak: As a result of being part of the program, these partners were looped into 
communication and had links available to them to continue to earn 
commissions via affiliate links. As the client's program management agency, we 
worked to find different partnerships to target the desired action for the 
affiliate program while maintaining that CPA of the program for each desired 
action. In this case, it was an influencer.

Lenox Powell: What was the result of that test?

Emily Ersbak: Yeah. By expanding the program to recruit and maintain those relationships 
with these influencers, the program, in one quarter, saw a 2% increase in total 
content distribution when looking at total program revenue. Again, content 
tends to be long tail, so this was a major achievement.

Emily Ersbak: Additionally, since we were working on the CPA model, the influencers were 
getting paid out on the action, first receiving an upfront cost in addition to the 
product, which allowed this client to partner with these influencers versus 
needing to pass up the opportunity altogether.

Lenox Powell: I think that's such an insightful example because there are still many brands that 
separate their affiliate or partner programs from their influencer programs. 
There's this mindset that influencers are flat-fee partners and affiliates are CPA-
based partners. In reality, there is no reason why all partnership types, 
influencer, affiliate, business development, referral programs, et cetera, can't 
be structured on a cost per action compensation model.

Emily Ersbak: Exactly. That's why I shared that example because there really is a shift 
happening within the industry as more and more of these performance 
partnerships fall within the affiliate program. This extends past influencers and 
includes in-store TM+ bidding, brand-to-brand promotion, and more.

Lenox Powell: From our in-the-trenches perspective, as an agency, that's what we're seeing 
brands want from their partnerships. More and more they're starting to look 
deeper into not only what returns they're getting from their partnerships in 
various marketing channels, but also how to lower the cost of them while 
maintaining and even growing returns.

Emily Ersbak: Yeah, I'm in complete alignment.

Lenox Powell: We know the affiliate model is CPA-focused. But how is that CPA compensation 
triggered? I mean how does a brand know when a compensation or the action 
has been taken?
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Emily Ersbak: Another great question. Affiliate technology is one of the key elements here. 
The technology platform, whether it's through an affiliate network or a software 
as a service provider, it's really what gives brands more visibility into the actions 
that are being placed. We can make strategic modifications based on that 
activity.

Emily Ersbak: For example, when looking into the actions being driven by a particular partner 
or group of partners, we can see if there's an activity that raises a red flag or 
that could potentially be fraudulent. If that partner's actions do turn out to be 
fraudulent, we then have the capability to reverse those commissions and 
actions through the network.

Emily Ersbak: With marketing channels where you pay a flat fee or an upfront fee, you can't 
always go back and edit those orders like you can with affiliates. If artificial 
results were driven from the campaign, those costs end up being eaten. You 
can't retroactively go back and change anything.

Emily Ersbak: When specifically looking across, the affiliate marketing model gives brands far 
more control over who they pay, how they pay them, and what type of action 
they pay them on.

Lenox Powell: For most brands today, especially established, those category-leading brands 
you had mentioned, that's what they want. They want control. They want 
transparency and actual measurable performance from their marketing.

Emily Ersbak: Exactly. I want to be careful here because it's not to say that upfront 
compensation models aren't valid or don't drive results. They are and they do. 
Brands just have less control and performance can be harder to measure.

Emily Ersbak: I think you also mentioned this in the podcast episode around grow as an 
affiliate, but one thing brands are really waking up to is that it no longer has to 
be about doing one channel over the other. They can run that same type of 
marketing activity via paid social or paid search, influencer, or podcast 
partnerships even, small and mid-tier business development type partnerships 
through an affiliate program. At the end of the day, it's just a model for paying 
partners after an action has been delivered, not before.

Lenox Powell: Absolutely. Well put. I can't think of a better note to end this discussion on. 
Emily, ample thanks and appreciation for sharing your expertise on Outperform 
today.

Lenox Powell: Cost per action is a really important metric for brands of every size and growth 
level. Whereas brands with affiliate programs are just starting to pay closer 
attention to their ROAS within their affiliate programs. They've all been 
concerned with CPA, which is a key reason why they established an affiliate 
program in the first place. Thank you for sharing your insights and examples.
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Emily Ersbak: Thanks for having me.

Lenox Powell: And thank you for tuning in to Acceleration Partners Outperform podcast. As is 
our custom, we'll include CPA-related resources for you in the show notes for 
this episode. Also, a shout out to those of you who sent in some topic ideas that 
you'd like to hear covered on Outperform. We so appreciate that.

Lenox Powell: A few of you have emailed that you'd love to learn more about some of the 
different types of partners, especially those that are consistently helping brands 
realize a lower CPA and a higher return on ad spend, as well as some of the new 
types of partnerships that are working within that CPA basis. Stay tuned for 
those episodes. Until next time, keep outperforming.
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