
Incrementality:
The Holy Grail 
of Affiliate 
Marketing

Here’s how to know whether an 
affiliate contributes to your bottom 
line or just increases your costs.



One of the biggest questions on the minds of brands relying on affiliate marketing is whether 

they are getting a return for the investment that they make in their program.  Since brands 

pay an affiliate for each sale that comes through the channel, the key is having confidence 

that those transactions wouldn’t have come through anyway, without the cost of paying the 

affiliate.  The whole purpose of using an affiliate is to drive sales you otherwise wouldn’t have 

gotten, right? You don’t want to spend money to acquire your own customers. (Side note: 

even if they’re not customers yet, they’re effectively your customers already if you don’t need 

to pay a marketing cost to convert them). So how can you be confident in the value of your 

affiliate program?

One-word: incrementality. Let’s explore further.

What Is Sales Incrementality?

In a recent interview, Gen3 Marketing’s Jon Kendall explained the concept of incrementality:

“Incrementality is the isolated measurement of whether or not an event would have happened if 

a variable was injected in the mix. In our case, that variable would be an affiliate marketing 

partner. We want to know: did that one variable make a difference or would the outcome have 

been the same had that variable not been introduced?”

The difference between a marketing campaign that uses affiliate marketing vs. the exact same 

campaign without affiliate partners represents affiliate incrementality. What affiliate marketing 

agencies like Gen3 Marketing aim to do is isolate the affiliate program’s incremental perfor-

mance to show its impact.

According to Kendall, the greatest risk to affiliate marketers is the prospect of paying extra or 

giving discounts to acquire customers that they would have gotten without the program. 

“Brands don’t want to pay a publisher, reduce their price, or both to acquire a customer that 

already has a very high likelihood of converting. That’s what we’re trying to guard against.” For 

this reason, Kendall recommends using directional data to correlate and understand consumer 

behavior. 

What the Data Says About Affiliate 
Incrementality

One of the challenges of calculating incremental sales is putting too much emphasis on wonder-

ing whether a specific individual would have converted through a different channel. Kendall 

believes it’s not a black-and-white answer with so many factors influencing a purchasing deci-

sion, often including dozens of brand touchpoints—the affiliate channel being one of them.

“A lot of times, when brands want to measure incrementality, they get too wrapped up in the 

survey of one. It’s true that we will never know if John Smith truly would have bought something 

without seeing this one ad, hearing this one commercial or radio ad, or overhearing a conversa-

tion in a park somewhere. But marketers don’t usually have these same concerns with TV ads, 

paid search ads, billboards, radio ads, etc., so why have them with the affiliate channel?”

Not many customers convert after just two or three touchpoints. When you examine the full 

marketing spectrum, Kendall says you could be looking at more like 20, 30, 40, or even 50 touch-

points when customers aren’t in dire need of a product.

So, how can you tell that affiliate programs are helping to drive incremental sales, especially 

when you’re marketing the same product or service across other channels?

Kendall points to a Commission Junction study that highlights the value of affiliate channel 

partners. In the study, more than 20.2 million shoppers were divided into two groups. The only 

difference between the two groups was that one had clicked through on an affiliate program 

offer.

Overall, the group that interacted with the affiliate channel was 46% more likely to purchase, 

had a 23% higher average order value, and produced 29% more revenue per customer. 

“The data is clear: affiliate channels drive major value. They’re customer-centric, lend credibility 

to brands that might not be as well-known or trusted, and serve as an unbiased resource.

How to Measure Sales Incrementality in 
Affiliate Channels

Source

Sales incrementality looks beyond whether each individual would or would not have purchased 

without the affiliate channel influencing their decision. Here are some of the things Gen3 Mar-

keting looks at to measure affiliate campaign performance.

Understand How Each Publisher Works

In affiliate marketing, not all publishers are created equal. Some drive more sales than others. 

Some are more geared to a particular niche or audience than others. They operate in different 

parts of the purchase funnel.  That’s why Kendall suggests first understanding how each publish-

er works and how they fit into the overall conversion funnel. Knowing their role in your larger 

affiliate ecosystem can help you better understand their  impact. 
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Evaluate Each Placement in Context

When you have a broad array of publishers as part of your affiliate program, it’s important to 

not only understand each publisher’s nuances on an individual basis but also how they interact. 

For example, Kendall notes that when Slickdeals (a popular, exclusive deals website) has a good 

day, Ebates/Rakuten Rewards tends to have a good day, too. Diving deeper, he found this was 

because there’s a huge overlap of audiences. People who want to take advantage of a deal on 

Slickdeals also shop through Rakuten Rewards to get their cash back.

“Context is super important when evaluating the effectiveness of your affiliate partners,” notes 

Kendall. “For example, with Rakuten in this scenario, you’re pretty much ready to buy. You’re 

generally not going there to learn and research. Evaluating the context of your placements 

based on where your customers are in the sales funnel can help you better understand the 

nature of your conversions.

Measure a Wider Range of KPIs

One of the biggest advantages of working with an affiliate marketing agency like Gen3 Marketing 

is the ability to look beyond surface-level data to get a clearer picture of conversion perfor-

mance. 

According to Kendall, it’s not just about looking at the number of sales coming through the 

channel itself. At the publisher level, you could look at lead costs, average order value, 

click-through rate, and conversion rate. You can also look at the number of new products 

bought, the number of sales after the affiliate offer, new customer revenue, whether you’re 

selling add-ons, and whether you’re seeing more activity from specific promotions. 

“When it comes to using data to define sales incrementality, we also need to look at the organic 

lift of what an affiliate could contribute on the day we book the placement. What would the 

platform have typically driven that day? These are all things that your affiliate will drive beyond a 

particular sale and basic ROI calculations.”

In Closing

Incrementality is critical to understanding the overall performance of your affiliate program.  

While it’s a complicated topic to wrap your head around, a clear understanding of incrementality 

can help you make critical decisions on how much to invest in the channel and how to make that 

investment pay off.  There’s no question that this is an area where an expert partner like Gen3 

can make an enormous difference in helping you analyze all the data that lead to actionable 

insights that will put you on the road to greater success.

Gen3, headquartered in Blue Bell, PA, is a leading digital marketing agency that provides affiliate marketing services to 
customers (“advertisers”) by optimizing advertisers’ positioning of their products and services on third party websites 
(“publishers” or “affiliates”). The company also provides additional digital marketing services, including pay-per-click, search 
engine optimization, social media and other digital marketing campaigns. The Gen3 platform combines technology expertise, 
people and process to effectively manage online marketing spend for customers globally.
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Kendall points to a Commission Junction study that highlights the value of affiliate channel 

partners. In the study, more than 20.2 million shoppers were divided into two groups. The only 

difference between the two groups was that one had clicked through on an affiliate program 

offer.

Overall, the group that interacted with the affiliate channel was 46% more likely to purchase, 

had a 23% higher average order value, and produced 29% more revenue per customer. 

“The data is clear: affiliate channels drive major value. They’re customer-centric, lend credibility 

to brands that might not be as well-known or trusted, and serve as an unbiased resource.

How to Measure Sales Incrementality in 
Affiliate Channels

Source

Sales incrementality looks beyond whether each individual would or would not have purchased 

without the affiliate channel influencing their decision. Here are some of the things Gen3 Mar-

keting looks at to measure affiliate campaign performance.

Understand How Each Publisher Works

In affiliate marketing, not all publishers are created equal. Some drive more sales than others. 

Some are more geared to a particular niche or audience than others. They operate in different 

parts of the purchase funnel.  That’s why Kendall suggests first understanding how each publish-

er works and how they fit into the overall conversion funnel. Knowing their role in your larger 

affiliate ecosystem can help you better understand their  impact. 

Evaluate Each Placement in Context

When you have a broad array of publishers as part of your affiliate program, it’s important to 

not only understand each publisher’s nuances on an individual basis but also how they interact. 

For example, Kendall notes that when Slickdeals (a popular, exclusive deals website) has a good 

day, Ebates/Rakuten Rewards tends to have a good day, too. Diving deeper, he found this was 

because there’s a huge overlap of audiences. People who want to take advantage of a deal on 

Slickdeals also shop through Rakuten Rewards to get their cash back.

“Context is super important when evaluating the effectiveness of your affiliate partners,” notes 

Kendall. “For example, with Rakuten in this scenario, you’re pretty much ready to buy. You’re 

generally not going there to learn and research. Evaluating the context of your placements 

based on where your customers are in the sales funnel can help you better understand the 

nature of your conversions.

Measure a Wider Range of KPIs

One of the biggest advantages of working with an affiliate marketing agency like Gen3 Marketing 

is the ability to look beyond surface-level data to get a clearer picture of conversion perfor-

mance. 

According to Kendall, it’s not just about looking at the number of sales coming through the 

channel itself. At the publisher level, you could look at lead costs, average order value, 

click-through rate, and conversion rate. You can also look at the number of new products 

bought, the number of sales after the affiliate offer, new customer revenue, whether you’re 

selling add-ons, and whether you’re seeing more activity from specific promotions. 

“When it comes to using data to define sales incrementality, we also need to look at the organic 

lift of what an affiliate could contribute on the day we book the placement. What would the 

platform have typically driven that day? These are all things that your affiliate will drive beyond a 

particular sale and basic ROI calculations.”

In Closing

Incrementality is critical to understanding the overall performance of your affiliate program.  

While it’s a complicated topic to wrap your head around, a clear understanding of incrementality 

can help you make critical decisions on how much to invest in the channel and how to make that 

investment pay off.  There’s no question that this is an area where an expert partner like Gen3 

can make an enormous difference in helping you analyze all the data that lead to actionable 

insights that will put you on the road to greater success.

Gen3, headquartered in Blue Bell, PA, is a leading digital marketing agency that provides affiliate marketing services to 
customers (“advertisers”) by optimizing advertisers’ positioning of their products and services on third party websites 
(“publishers” or “affiliates”). The company also provides additional digital marketing services, including pay-per-click, search 
engine optimization, social media and other digital marketing campaigns. The Gen3 platform combines technology expertise, 
people and process to effectively manage online marketing spend for customers globally.
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difference between the two groups was that one had clicked through on an affiliate program 
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had a 23% higher average order value, and produced 29% more revenue per customer. 
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not only understand each publisher’s nuances on an individual basis but also how they interact. 

For example, Kendall notes that when Slickdeals (a popular, exclusive deals website) has a good 

day, Ebates/Rakuten Rewards tends to have a good day, too. Diving deeper, he found this was 

because there’s a huge overlap of audiences. People who want to take advantage of a deal on 

Slickdeals also shop through Rakuten Rewards to get their cash back.

“Context is super important when evaluating the effectiveness of your affiliate partners,” notes 

Kendall. “For example, with Rakuten in this scenario, you’re pretty much ready to buy. You’re 

generally not going there to learn and research. Evaluating the context of your placements 

based on where your customers are in the sales funnel can help you better understand the 

nature of your conversions.

Measure a Wider Range of KPIs

One of the biggest advantages of working with an affiliate marketing agency like Gen3 Marketing 

is the ability to look beyond surface-level data to get a clearer picture of conversion perfor-

mance. 

According to Kendall, it’s not just about looking at the number of sales coming through the 

channel itself. At the publisher level, you could look at lead costs, average order value, 

click-through rate, and conversion rate. You can also look at the number of new products 

bought, the number of sales after the affiliate offer, new customer revenue, whether you’re 

selling add-ons, and whether you’re seeing more activity from specific promotions. 

“When it comes to using data to define sales incrementality, we also need to look at the organic 

lift of what an affiliate could contribute on the day we book the placement. What would the 

platform have typically driven that day? These are all things that your affiliate will drive beyond a 

particular sale and basic ROI calculations.”

In Closing

Incrementality is critical to understanding the overall performance of your affiliate program.  

While it’s a complicated topic to wrap your head around, a clear understanding of incrementality 

can help you make critical decisions on how much to invest in the channel and how to make that 

investment pay off.  There’s no question that this is an area where an expert partner like Gen3 

can make an enormous difference in helping you analyze all the data that lead to actionable 

insights that will put you on the road to greater success.
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