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The Challenge of Assigning  
Attribution Strategies

 
Welcome to PerformanceIN’s inaugural digital supplement neatly poised around 
the action area of attribution. At the Performance Marketing Insights: London 
event in late October a selection of senior figureheads across the industry’s 
demographics took part in a closed roundtable on the subject of attribution.

A topic I personally find fascinating, discussions and theories presented around 
the desire to gain a deeper undestanding of the customer journey, combined 
with the associated value different touch points and channels play within it, 
lead me to the 'one size most definitely does not fit all' camp. What works for 
one is unlikely to work for another as key performance indicators among many 
other conditions influence strategy.

We've seen the introduction of attribution programmes that split the sale's 
commission launch over the past six months, and this is something we're 
expecting will continue this year. 

Challenges, fear and frustration are all documented as the performance marketing 
industry gets to grips with attribution. This is the first of five supplements that 
PerformanceIN will be producing throughout the course of 2014. If you’d like to 
get involved with the roundtable and supplement series, get in touch.

Analysis begins overleaf.  

Chris Johnson, Head of Publishing, PerformanceIN
chris@performancein.com  |  +44(0)117 203 3012
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Analysing the 
Customer Journey

What can publishers do more 
of to prove to brands they are 
providing more influence than 
the last click?

Lewis Lenssen: Publishers should make 
every effort to understand the commission 
model and produce content that fits the 
objective of the merchant - true affiliate 
marketing.

Margaret Herrera: The industry is changing, 
so many publishers that were ‘last click 
affiliates’ need to look at their business 
model. Similarly many affiliates who appear 
at the beginning of the journey need to look 
at the differences with attribution and last 
click, and recalculate their tenancy and 
commission rates accordingly to make 
attribution work.

Helen Southgate: Publishers can't take the 
lead on proving their worth to advertisers 
because they don't have access to the data 
they need to do this, which must be a real 

frustration for them as they can't see if they 
were involved in a sale, only if they secured 
it. What publishers can do, however, is show 
themselves to be more willing to work in 
new and different ways, which can have the 
positive side effect of not only demonstrating 
their value, but also helping them to make 
more sales. This can be in terms of payment 
models, but also in terms of how they 
present brands to their visitors.

How has analysis of the 
customer journey changed  
for your business in the past 
12 months?

Helen Southgate: Not hugely, but that 
shouldn’t necessarily be taken as a negative. 
Very few advertisers have a complete 
picture of the customer journey so it's still 
tricky to integrate affiliate data with that 
from other disciplines, such as search and 
display. Instead, we're making what data 
we do have, work harder for us in order to 

build a more comprehensive understanding 
of a consumer's path to purchase, and the 
impact that a last click attribution model 
has on all affiliates. It is the role of networks 
to better leverage data and to work with 
advertisers to adapt their strategy in line 
with consumer behaviour.

Simon Bird: As a publisher we have a 
number of internal proprietary tracking 
solutions that provide us with a view of how 
the consumer arrived at Savoo, whether 
they are a new/returning consumer, what 
deal they converted on, and of course the 
cost in generating the traffic. We have spent 
more time this year figuring out the ALV of 
a customer, which is the big change for us.

James Milne: It has become more 
important. Understanding consumer 
behaviour has always been at the heart 
of what an affiliate network does, and 
understanding how that behaviour is 
affecting the way the customer interacts 
with publishers and with brands is the next 
logical step. We as a network have been 
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putting a huge amount of emphasis on 
gathering this data and helping advertisers 
to make informed decisions with it.

Adam Ross: There appears to be a greater 
willingness to share data and better 
understand consumer behaviour; this 
is no longer just limited to pre-sale but 
includes post-sale analysis with a view to 
customising the user experience. I would 
be very reluctant to apply generalised 
principles to how the analysis is done. Each 
client has different value metrics and goals 
so each piece of work can vary a great deal.

Is enough data being shared 
among brands and those 
within digital marketing to 
make customer journey 
analysis the most effective?

Simon Bird: No – although we do share 
this information with retailers. We do use 
all available API feeds from networks to 
provide a clearer view, however we would 
like to understand more about how users are 
interacting with advertisers’ sites so we can 
improve how we market to consumers. Also, 
are we driving new customers?  And what’s 
the lifetime value of a Savoo customer? 
Brands should share this.

Margaret Herrera: The retail marketplace 
is extremely competitive so I don’t feel that 
information is or should be shared. I feel it 
is the responsibility of each brand to fully 
utilise the data within their business and 
make any changes to their existing practices 
as necessary.

James Milne: Simply put, no. I think there 
is a lot of fear about both what the data 
will show and how it may be used. But the 
simple fact is without enough ‘sample data’, 
any decisions made will be ill-informed.

Helen Southgate: In my opinion, no. But we 
have to remember that it is often extremely 
difficult to get that data in a useable format, 
so there is no point bemoaning this fact.  
 
Networks have to take the initiative and 
look at how they can build out the data 
they do have, such as using third-party 
stats or trends analysis, in order to generate 
valuable insights that can be actioned to 
deliver results for the advertiser.

What does your customer 
journey analysis suggest 
about the attribution model 
as a future commission model 
for your business?

Adam Ross: Our research has shown that 
splitting commissions within the channel is 
pointless as most affiliate sales are a single 
interaction. When looking cross-channel, 
there is an argument for experimenting with 
different reward models on a case-by-case 
basis, however, last click wins are still useful, 
valid and relevant. Overall, understanding 
customer journeys is incredibly important 
and when that knowledge is applied sensibly 
to programmes, it can yield excellent results.    

Margaret Herrera: We launched our 
attribution model in September 2013 and 
after almost six months on we are very 
pleased with the performance to date. 
House of Fraser is a very forward-thinking 
organisation and we are very proud to have 
led the way in attribution modelling.

Simon Bird: That simply last click doesn’t 
work anymore. We believe in an integrated 
approach where we are paid on an 

‘engagement’. The future for publishers like 
Savoo is to be able to offer an integrated 
marketing approach where we are able 
to test cause and effect right through the 
user’s decision to buy. From product/brand 
awareness, right through to a lead, call, 
enquiry and sale. Testing is key.

James Milne: That it is incredibly important 
to do the analysis before even entertaining 
the idea of attribution as a payment model. 
For instance, Tradedoubler research showed 
that 89% of consumers use performance 
marketing at the research stage and 57% of 
those were on cashback sites, which dispels 
an obvious preconception held by most. 
It’s these preconceptions which need to be 
avoided, and the best way to do that is to 
do the analysis. 

Ben Mannheim: There has been a lot of 
discussion about ‘splitting commission 
payments' and attributing them according to 
where the affiliate contributed within a sale. 
This for me is a lot of work for little return. It is 
clear for us that attribution and commission 
models should not be just restricted to the 
affiliate channel, bespoke modelling is key 
to success. 



T
oday’s attribution models are 
restricted to the customer’s 
journey online, which works for 

verticals such as retail, travel and leisure. 
However, complications arise in the 
technology, energy and financial industries, 
where content and comparison publishers 
make a significant contribution to the  
sales funnel.

Take energy, which is unlike many affiliate 
models in circulation. Here, consumers 
do not click out of the comparison site.  
The entire transaction occurs on the 
publisher’s site and a batch file is sent to 
energy providers.

If consumers stay within the confines of a price 
comparison website, they can be tracked, 
with conversion resulting in a commission 
from the advertiser. Unfortunately we do not 
live in an ideal world. According to uSwitch 
commercial director Julia Stent, a percentage 
of customers transact with a supplier directly 
after using a price comparison website.

“We feel that a proportion of customers are 
wary of going through a comparison website,” 
Stent explained. “Instead of going through 
that whole energy journey with us, they are 
looking at the results, determining which 
supplier is best, and calling that supplier 
up [themselves].”

Research on the trend has been shared 
by uSwitch. It discovered 42% of energy 
consumers will either ‘always’ or ‘very 
frequently’ switch directly, 36% will do so 

‘occasionally’ and only 22% will ‘rarely’, ‘very 
rarely’ or ‘never’ go direct.

A consumer mindset is emerging whereby 
a comparison website is only the first step 
in the journey. Josh Atkinson, uSwitch’s 
research manager, has his own theory as 
to why consumers might be increasingly 
favouring this approach.

“There’s an idea that if you go direct, you can 
negotiate that cheaper price or you could get 
some type of incentive,” Atkinson revealed. 

“That’s sometimes true, but not as often as 
you think.”

Further evidence of the same trend is seen 
in mobile phones and finance. The company 
discovered that one in nine (11%) found their 
phone offer on a price comparison website 
and of these, 31% purchased in store; while 
non-uSwitch research details show 33% of 
finance-related consumers have used online 
comparison tools before making a purchase 
directly.

Based on these findings, it seems that using 
one attribution model for the entire industry 
is impractical. Stent believes that until 
tracking becomes more accurate, attribution 
cannot factor in all parts of the sales funnel.

“We cannot even get online tracking 100% 
right,” Stent said. “There is a very meaningful 
proportion of online activity that doesn’t 
get tracked. Depending on which source 
you listen to, it could be anywhere from 5% 
to 15%.” 

Attribution 
Falls Over  

in Real World

Based on these findings, 
it seems that using one 
attribution model for 
the entire industry is 
impractical.  
Julia Stent, Commercial Director

Follow Simon Holland:
simon.holland@performancein.com
@simonnholland
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Background/The issue:

HoF has been keen to innovate, introducing 
two ‘buy and collect’ concept stores in 2011, 
giving a physical presence to its online 
operation and embracing the use of tablets 
and interactive screens to facilitate customer 
transactions. 

HoF was aware that its affiliate campaign 
was in decline, and it was apparent that the 

‘last click wins’ attribution model it had in 
place was part of the reason. The majority 
of commission payments were being paid to 
cashback and voucher code affiliates, while 
affiliates contributing higher up the funnel 
were not being recognised.

As a result of HoF’s attribution analysis, 
DC Storm was able to demonstrate the 
contribution to sales made by all marketing 
channels, and it was clear from these insights 
that there was a large discrepancy between 

the valuation of individual affiliates and the 
commissions being paid to them. 

Content affiliates were not being recognised 
for their valuable role in the sales process 
with the commission model that was in 
place. HoF was able to align the interests of 
these publishers within the ongoing affiliate 
programme, in order to stimulate campaign 
growth.

The solution:

DC Storm worked with House of Fraser to 
create an attribution model through in-
depth statistical analysis of the retailer's user 
journeys across all channels and devices. The 
new model accurately reflects the value of 
HoF’s marketing. 

Each time a user makes a purchase on the 
HoF site they have to create an account or 

Case Study: 
House of Fraser  
& DC Storm
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THE FACTS

 House of Fraser (HoF) began 
trading in 1849

One of the top five department 
stores in the UK

60 stores throughout the 
country

 Launched its online presence 
in 2007

 Online sales now similar 
in revenue to largest store, 
accounting for approximately 
11% of turnover. 

DC Storm fills us in on what's been going on…



login to complete the checkout process. DC 
Storm used this link to connect multiple 
devices to a single user to show the true 
path to conversion is for accurate analysis. 

DC Storm’s universal user technology enables 
multiple devices to be joined to one user. 
The link between devices can be based on a 
growing number of factors and each retailer 
has features that affect the relevance of each 
technique. For HoF, the starting point was the 
login, however, DC Storm has planned a road 
map for implementing additional joining 
strategies, based on its experience with other 
similar retailers, to better identify all devices 
belonging to a single user.

HoF uses Storm Tracking to track all 
online channels, including offsite display 
impressions. DC Storm included all user 
journeys (converting and non-converting) 
to assess the effect that different variables 
had on the user’s propensity to buy, and a 
compelling story emerged.

The analysis showed that the longer a user 
stayed on site, the more likely they were to 
purchase and more time also meant a higher 
average order value. As well as driving an 
extended time on site, a number of other 
variables are taken into account when 
calculating value, including the touch point’s 
position in the path to conversion. Brand or 
navigational visits are also treated differently 
from non-brand visits. 

Analysts also saw that new customers and 
existing customers behave significantly 
differently – new customers tend to have a 
longer path to conversion – so are treated 

differently in the attribution model. It was 
apparent that if a customer didn’t buy 
anything for four months then they should 
be treated as new customers going forwards.

DC Storm suggested that the attribution 
model adopted by HoF could be 
implemented for making affiliate payments. 
This would ensure a complete alignment of 
commission payments linked to a valuation 
of the contribution to a sale. HoF decided 
that this was the approach they would take.

HoF has a long-term commitment to 
attribution, and has a plan to add in 
touch points and channels whenever they 
can track them, to be joined to the users’ 
journey. Currently HoF is tracking its website, 
incorporating email sends and incorporating 
offline sales, but it plans to include additional 
channels in the future.

The attribution model is based on measuring 
the engagement of every visit in terms of the 
amount of time spent on the site. Visits and 
the journey are given a proportion of the sale 
value depending on their proportion of that 
overall engagement.

HoF decided to take the bold step to 
completely align the attribution model to 
the valuation of their affiliate commission 
structure, which potentially could have 
raised issues in ensuring affiliates understood 
the programme, as well as how best to 
communicate it. 

HoF took the project very seriously, engaging 
directly with its affiliates. The retailer ran 
open days explaining the background to the 

new model, to ensure that affiliates were able 
to understand the change in the commission 
payment structure, and to demonstrate the 
improved alignment of objectives between 
content publishers and the retailer.

The results:

HoF has been able to reward valuable 
contributions from content affiliates that 
were not previously recognised. This is 
demonstrated by an 83% rise in the number 
of affiliates that were paid commission 
by HoF. No affiliates have left the new 
programme.

HoF now has a framework for doing better 
affiliate marketing, with a programme that 
pays participants based on what they can 
contribute. 

As HoF continues to develop its attribution 
model, this will be reflected automatically by 
virtue of the fact that the attribution model 
is what is driving the commission payment. 

As an example, House of Fraser is increasingly 
seeing more cross-device journeys. 
Historically that would mean affiliates 
wouldn’t be rewarded, but this framework 
means that as the connections between 
those devices are identified, that is now 
reflected naturally in the payment of affiliates.

The implementation of this model resulted 
in very little operational disruption 
for HoF and Affiliate Window, and is 
now being rolled out for more clients 
across multiple affiliate networks.  

 Image taken from House of Frazers Darwin page: https://darwin.affiliatewindow.com/merchant-profile/3100
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Is the industry too slow and 
fearful when it comes to 
challenging the attribution 
model?

Lewis Lenssen: Yes. Affiliates are becoming 
the Luddites of the online marketing industry. 
Companies with a background in other 
disciplines, such as display, are starting to move 
in to the affiliate space but aren’t restricted by 
conventions when it comes to their payment. 
If affiliates are not careful, and do not evolve 
with the times, then they could very quickly 
find themselves overtaken by more innovative 
businesses.

Simon Bird: Yes, however if we don’t move 
then other channels will make this decision 
for us. The programmatic display/retargeting 
companies have done a great job at this and are 
now positioning their value higher up the cookie 
hierarchy chain (I believe to the detriment of the 
affiliate channel). Prediction: if the networks do 
not drive this then smart publishers will vote 
with their feet.

Ben Mannheim: Yes, the industry suggests that 
83% of clients have only been engaged for two 
years therefore it’s still in infancy. People fear the 
unknown, to challenge is to test. We provide the 
flexibility to test and trail to allow our clients to 
tackle attribution head on.

Helen Southgate: It is not a case of being 
too slow or fearful. Last click as an attribution 
model works in the majority of cases. What 
we as an industry do need to do is start to 
look beyond the last click and demonstrate 
the value that affiliates deliver to advertisers 
higher up the purchase funnel. The solution 
is not to challenge the model, but instead 
to better understand the customer journey 
in order to deliver more sustainable sales.

What factors would be most 
important to you, when 
considering implementing  
an attribution model?

Adam Ross: It sounds simple, but the 
single most important factor is a clear 
understanding of what exactly one is 
trying to achieve. What type of consumer 
behaviours are advertisers trying to 
encourage and can publishers effectively 

influence that behaviour? What type of 
model supports that?  The answers should 
be different depending on the sector, but 
must be widely understood and supported 
within each organisation across all divisions.

Margaret Herrera: Prior to introducing the 
model we wanted to look at all of our data for 
several months, look at various models and 
most importantly find the model that was 
the most fair way to reward those involved 
in the journey.

Helen Southgate: We already have an 
attribution model in the last click, this is a 
frustration I have that people term ‘attribution’ 
as something it is not. Data and insight drives 
decision making and it is these elements that 
will be the key as to whether different payment 
models are considered.

Are programme managers 
doing enough to educate 
junior account managers or 
those attending attribution-
related meetings with brands?

Simon Bird: Not to my knowledge. This 
should be a major strategic imperative 
for the channel as a whole and networks 
should have an attribution guru/ best 
practice guides available to all network 
staff. Specific training should be invested 
in helping account managers identify 
and act in the right way when attribution 
conversations arise.

Margaret Herrera: I can’t speak for other 
organisations, but when we launched our 
model we held open days with each category 
of affiliates we worked with, we sent out 
newsletters and we added FAQs to our 
affiliate section so that we communicated 
the model as effectively as possible. We also 
continue to work with all of our partners to 
encourage understanding of the model and 
are open to any suggestions and ideas for 
improvement.

Adam Ross: If the implication is that 
attribution modelling is stalling because 
of poorly educated junior account managers, 
I refute that. It is moving slowly because of 
its inherent complexity and it is nothing 
to be ashamed about. Gathering the data 
is challenging enough. Understanding it 

and how it applies in each specific case 
again needs time, care and attention. I am 
confident our staff can adequately support 
our clients’ needs in this area. 

Lewis Lenssen: No – again there is a 
general reluctance to move away from the 

‘comfortable’ last click wins model unless 
prompted by a merchant.

Helen Southgate: Sharing knowledge 
across all teams is really important. Often 
data sets, insights or analysis will bring out 
different outcomes and having someone 
from the publisher team challenge (in a 
productive way) an account manager helps 
to spark debate, ideas and brings out the 
creative side of the team. Sharing this 
information is also key to helping account 
managers understand the bigger digital 
landscape and where affiliate marketing 
sits within that mix – an insight that can 
often be overlooked, but is key to delivering 
the strategic and quality insights advertisers 
crave.

How much of attribution is 
about cost savings for the 
brand?

Lewis Lenssen: This will depend on their 
objectives and strategy. We have seen cost 
savings because poor affiliates get paid less, 
but also business and commission growth; 
as good affiliates tune their business to the 
new commission model. The underlying 
motivation behind the model is to encourage 
growth in affiliate sales, which ultimately 
means more revenue for the merchant, 
publisher and networks.

Margaret Herrera: I don’t feel it is about cost 
saving, but rather about cost effectiveness. It 
is about spending marketing budget in the 
right places, on the right channels and the 
most cost effective affiliate marketing efforts.

Adam Ross: Unfortunately, far too much. 
Important goals get lost in trying to achieve 
savings. The problem lies in the cost of the 
time and software needed to gain the insight. 
These expenses are never budgeted for, so 
brands try and reclaim them by reducing 
CPAs and this is often encouraged by the 
software vendors. It sets the completely 
wrong tone for discussion and results in poor 
decisions that penalise strong partners. 
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