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PRAISE FOR 
THE AFFILIATE HYPOTHESIS




Brook Schaaf gives us a road map for content monetization through affiliate marketing that applies to countless individuals and companies. Be prepared to take notes as you read this book. Brook shares fantastic insights into affiliate marketing that will help anyone from a teen trying to monetize their videos on the FYP on TikTok to a Fortune 500 CEO.

Shawn Collins

Co-founder, Affiliate Summit

Brook Schaaf puts a bold new spin on affiliate marketings role in the digital economy. His book is an accessible read that reminds us why performance-based advertising remains the best dollar-for-dollar channel most marketers still underestimate. The Affiliate Hypothesis helps answer some of the most pressing questions in digital marketing today: Why is affiliate still stuck at the kids tableand how do we finally change that? An absolute must-read.

Todd Crawford

Co-founder & VP of Strategic Initiatives, impact.com

Brook Schaaf has long been one of the true north stars in affiliate and performance marketinga leader who not only champions the industry but actually expands the way others see it. In his new book, he connects the dots across adtech, partnerships, and brand trust in a way that makes the big picture both exciting and actionable. The Affiliate Hypothesis is a timely reminder that affiliate isnt just a channelits an ecosystem shaping how brands grow and build credibility. Brooks perspective is invaluable for anyone serious about understanding where digital growth and trust truly intersect.

Tye DeGrange

CEO, RoundBarn Labs

Brook offers a delightful overview of affiliate marketingguiding readers through key tradeoffs so they can make smart decisions when starting, running, or joining affiliate marketing programs.

Ben Edelman

Independent researcher and consultant

Brook is uniquely realistic and remains optimistic in his approach to affiliate marketing as a channel for growth. His hypothesis in this book tells that story! He has a commonsensical approach to embracing and understanding the affiliate industry not only in how it successfully operates but how it also applies in our everyday life!

Lee-Ann Johnstone

Founder, KonverJ.io

Brook Schaaf combines his extensive knowledge of affiliate industry history with a forward-looking business acumen, making The Affiliate Hypothesis an engaging read for anyone who wants to better understand the landscape.

Tricia Meyer

Executive Director, Performance Marketing Association

Sure to be a page-turner. (Possibly said in irony.)

Mike Dodd

General Partner, Silverton Partners
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To all affiliate marketers, past, present, and future.
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FOREWORD



I got to know Brook Schaaf the same way a lot of people in affiliate probably didby trying to figure things out.

When I first joined the industry, affiliate marketing felt both full of opportunity and strangely hard to navigate. There wasnt a single playbook. There wasnt one clean map of who did what, which agencies were credible, which programs were worth paying attention to. FMTC became one of the tools I leaned on heavily. I used it to get a clearer sense of how the ecosystem fit together. It helped me make smarter decisions early on.

Years later, after founding Martech Record, Brook became someone Id call when I wanted to sanity check an idea or pressure test an observation about where the industry was heading. Hes smart, practical, and experienced. Hes seen affiliate from multiple anglespublisher, platform, advertiser, and operatorand that shows in how he thinks about it. Hes not ideological about the space, but he cares deeply about doing it well.

That mindset runs through this book.

The timing for a book like this couldnt be better.

Marketing is changingstructurally, not cosmetically. Consumer behavior has shifted. Content creation has exploded. Commerce is embedded directly into media. Trust has migrated from institutions to individuals. Privacy changes and signal loss have forced marketers to rethink measurement. AI is accelerating both content production and distribution. The underlying technology that powers all of this is evolving quickly.

Were not just optimizing around the edges anymore. Were in a broader reset.

Affiliate marketing sits right in the middle of that reset, even if it doesnt always get treated that way.

For years, affiliate has been boxed in as a channel. Something tactical. Something you run. Discussions default to commission rates, coupon sites, last-click attribution, and tracking platforms. All of that mattersbut its incomplete. At its core, affiliate marketing is a partnership model built on aligned incentives. Its one of the few areas of marketing where compensation is directly tied to measurable performance.

This is the first book Ive seen that treats affiliate marketing as central to modern marketing strategy rather than peripheral to it.

Brook does two important things here. First, he provides a real primer. He walks through the history of affiliate marketinghow it developed, who shaped it, and how the infrastructure evolved. He explains how programs are set up, how partnerships function, how compensation models work, and how measurement has been handled (and mishandled). If youre new to affiliate, this context is invaluable. If youve been in it for years, its grounding.

Secondand more importantlyhe pushes the industry forward.

Affiliate marketing often produces strong results when its done right. The economics make sense. The incentives are aligned. It enables brands to work with trusted publishers and creators in a way that feels native rather than interruptive. It can drive real incremental growth when structured properly.

And yet, affiliate frequently loses internal budget battles.

Not because it doesnt work, but because its often misunderstood or unevenly executed. Paid search and paid social are easy to explain. Brand campaigns feel strategic. Influencer marketing has momentum. Affiliate, by comparison, can feel operational, fragmented, or overly tactical.

Some of that perception is unfair. Some of it isnt.

In my experience, the skill sets and standards across affiliate marketing are uneven. Ive worked with exceptional operatorspeople who understand incrementality, partner segmentation, brand alignment, and long-term economics. Ive also seen programs that are reactive, overly dependent on last-click attribution, or lacking in clear strategic direction.

When standards vary widely, the entire channel gets stigmatized.

Brook doesnt gloss over that. In fact, one of the strongest elements of this book is his insistence that affiliate professionals themselves need to raise the bar. He argues for deeper expertise. For more thoughtful program design. For better measurement frameworks. For clearer standards around compliance and transparency. For a more strategic understanding of the role affiliate plays within the broader marketing mix.

In other words: affiliate marketers need to be better marketers.

That message lands differently right now because the broader ecosystem is under pressure. Customer acquisition costs are climbing. Third-party data is disappearing. Platform concentration creates risk. Consumers are more skeptical of traditional advertising. Meanwhile, creators and publishers are building direct relationships with audiences that trust them.

Partnership-based marketing isnt a niche anymoreits foundational.

Affiliate marketing is well-positioned for this shift. It allows brands to distribute marketing across networks of partners rather than relying entirely on walled gardens. It embeds commerce inside trusted content environments. It gives creators scalable, performance-based monetization. When structured properly, it aligns incentives in a way few other channels do.

But those advantages only hold if the discipline is practiced with rigor. And those advantages will be leveraged by people outside the affiliate marketing space if affiliate marketers do not build their skill set and adhere to a set of standards.

Affiliate marketing depends on trusttrust in tracking, trust in fair compensation, trust in transparent relationships. If those foundations are shaky, the model weakens quickly. If programs are poorly structured, affiliate becomes something to manage quietly rather than advocate for strategically.

Thats why this book feels timely.

Were at a point where media, marketing, content, and commerce are converging in new ways. AI will reshape how content is created and discovered. Privacy frameworks will continue to challenge traditional measurement. Trust will become even more central to how consumers make decisions.

In moments like this, industries either professionalize or get left behind. The question this book asks and tries to answer is: does the affiliate marketing industry want to remain a niche or does it want to take advantage of the paradigm shift we are going through to multiply itself?

Affiliate marketing professionals have an opportunity right now. We can continue operating unevenly, allowing outdated perceptions to define the channel. Or we can elevate the standardsimproving measurement, tightening compliance, integrating affiliate more deliberately into overall strategy, and articulating its value clearly at the executive level.

Brook offers a roadmap for that elevation.

He explains how to structure programs intentionally. How to think about partner types and the value they drive. How to move beyond simplistic attribution. How to integrate affiliate into a broader marketing strategy instead of isolating it. And how to approach the discipline with the seriousness it deserves.

This book is both foundational and forward-looking. It respects the history of affiliate marketing while recognizing that the environment around it has fundamentally changed.

For newcomers, it provides structure. For experienced practitioners, it challenges assumptions. For executives who may not fully understand affiliate marketings potential, it reframes the conversation.

Affiliate marketing has always been about performance and partnership. In a marketing environment increasingly defined by accountability, trust, and integration, those fundamentals matter morenot less.

This book makes that case clearly.

The rest is on us.

Mike McNerney

Publisher, Martech Record





INTRODUCTION



I look forward to seeing affiliate marketing on the trash heap of advertising history.

A PANELIST, CIRCA 2001



Imagine a digital world in which every link you click and every piece of content you consume has the potential to generate revenue, not just for the recipient of the traffic, but also for the person or business that shared it, whether a blogger, a YouTuber, a shopping portal, an answer engine, or any other entity.

This is the as-yet-unrealized promise of affiliate marketing: that all commercially relevant web traffic can be channeled efficiently for the users convenience, with fair compensation provided to creator, platform, and recipient alike. This arrangement would support every content contributor in the pathway to an online transaction.

This book introduce s the Affiliate Hypothesis, a means of monetization for content creators by whatever nameaffiliate, creator, influencer, platform, podcaster, publisher, partner, etc. This concept is gaining traction but faces an uphill battle because it challenges traditional views about advertising and the business-as-usual flow of advertising dollars. By applying best practices, concepts, and vision, however, the Affiliate Hypothesis has the potential to lead us to Affiliate Excellence.

A LITTLE BACKGROUND

To make sure were all on the same page, allow me to start by explaining just what affiliate marketing is. Affiliate (Ill use this term as shorthand for affiliate marketing throughout) is a primarily online marketing channel similar to organic search, paid search, display advertising, email, organic social media, public relations, and so forth. In each channel, an advertiser seeks to win profitable traffic through an allocation of time, effort, and money.

Affiliate marketing is compared to and in competition with other online channels wherein advertisers can spend their money.

What sets affiliate marketing apart from the competition is that its a performance- and relationship-based marketing strategy. (Google and Meta might make the same claimbut they are command-and-control systems.) With affiliate marketing, individual creators or businesses, called affiliates, promote a companys products or services in exchange for a commission on sales or leads generated through their efforts. Affiliates typically promote products and services via their websites, blogs, social media channels, email lists, mobile apps, and browser extensions. They use unique tracking links, dedicated landing pages, custom phone numbers, vanity coupon codes, and various other means to track referrals and ensure that commissions are correctly tracked to them. This tracking is facilitated by specialized platforms, also known as tracking networks, that monitor clicks, sales, leads, and other actions.

For businesses, affiliate marketing is cost effective because payments are based on actual results, such as sales or leads, as opposed to running a digital ad and having no idea if the message actually reached your target audience or not, let alone whether any purchases came of it. Its an approach that allows merchants to expand their reach without significant up-front investment in advertising. Affiliates benefit by earning income on products or services they trust or believe will be relevant to their audience.

My company, FMTC, has been a critical data hub in the affiliate marketing ecosystem since 2007. I myself have been working in the space since 2000, when a young me got my start at a young Zappos.

Even today, no one goes to college and majors in affiliate marketing. So how did a German major at UC Berkeley end up with such a career? I was passionate about language, but the most likely professional paths from my major were teaching or translation, and neither was a goal of mine. Given the rise of machine translation, perhaps that was for the best.

Without much of a plan, I landed a job through my brother, Forrest, right after the dot-com bust of 2000 at a nascent Zappos. My role was marketing coordinator, which included paid search management (remember GoTo?), reviewing proposals for things such as magazine advertisements (too expensive), sky typing (purportedly much better than sky writing), and something called affiliate management. I took to affiliate management like a duck to water. I just loved it. There were so many interesting people to talk to and business models to understand, and there was a clear payoff for effort put in. My work felt meaningful and productive, traditional markers for job satisfaction.

The program was hugely successful, skyrocketing to over $1 million a month in revenue in a competitive environment. Zappos was sold to Amazon in 2009 in a deal including $1.2 billion in stock.1 My boss at Zappos once told me, with perhaps excessive generosity, that the company might not have made it save for the cash the program brought in.

I felt quite full of myself when a recruiter called on behalf of Shoes. com and lured me away to be their affiliate manager. What followed was a lesson in humility. Shoes.com had some great employees but a terrible conversion rate, generally defined as the percentage of unique site visitors in a given time period who make a purchase: If one person in a hundred buys, thats a 1 percent conversion rate. Why does this matter? Because if Zappos, the company that was now my competitor, had a conversion rate that was two or three times higherand it didthen an affiliate would earn two or three times as much by working with them than by working with us at Shoes.com, assuming all else was equal. And that wasnt the only problem. Zappos was a tech-first, tech-forward retailer; Shoes.com was an old-school shoe company gone online. Zappos had faster site speed, better images, better image compression, a better site search function, better search engine optimization, a better user interface, and, ironically, a better selection, even though Shoes.com had more relationships with shoe manufacturers and a better graphic designer. As you might imagine, I did not recreate the success Id had at Zappos.

At that point, a little older, wiser, and humbler, I was recruited by the car research company Edmunds to be its affiliate marketing manager, which exposed me to the lead side of the affiliate world: Edmunds collected and sold information on prospective buyers to dealerships, a practice that continues to this day. By my calculations, in less than three months, I made enough for the company to pay my salary for years, though I was not to remain at Edmunds that long: My uncle enticed me away, hiring my brother and me to work on his gubernatorial campaign. Sadly, he did not win the governorship, but being behind the scenes of a major political campaign was a thrilling, heartbreaking experience that taught me I never again wanted to work in politics.

After the election, my brother and I were living together, both unemployed. Why not start a business? His background was software development; mine was the new and developing realm of affiliate marketing, so we launched an affiliate management agency that we imaginatively named Schaaf Consulting.

The agency prospered and soon became a leader among what were then called OPMs, or outsourced program management agencies, which specialized in affiliate program management. At the time, the alternatives to using an OPM were to manage your own program in-house or to use a networks managed services. Today, there are hundreds of affiliate marketing agencies, including divisions of large holding companies.

As Schaaf Consulting grew, we acquired another OPM called PartnerCentric, becoming Schaaf-PartnerCentric in 2009. Then, in 2017, we sold the business to our first employee, Stephanie Harris, who had become our CEO, and it went back to being called Partner-Centric again.

Id been in the affiliate marketing world for almost twenty years by that point. Id co-founded our industry trade group, the Performance Marketing Association, and was honored to serve as its second president after Steve Schaffer, founder of Offers.com.

People who were in the business at the time often call the early days of affiliate marketing the Wild West. However, a better comparison might be the early days of oil exploration in America, when there was a mad sprint to drill and strike gushers. In this case, the gushers were online traffic and dollars, not black gold. Both eras shared uncertainty, optimism, and a rush to exploit new technologies and markets. There were great successes to be had, but also many failures and plenty of swindles (Ill share a few stories later in the book). Some distrust and confusion from those early days still linger. But affiliate marketing today is an established, though undersized, channel with many untapped and underexploited opportunities, poised to come fully into its own.

FMTC

My company, FMTC, got started in 2007, when longtime coupon site owner Connie Berg approached Forrest and me. Connie was seeing increasing competition, and while she recognized that she couldnt stop anyone from staking a claim and setting up their own coupon site, she could, in a manner of speaking, sell them their pickaxes.

FMTC was born to help her do it. FMTC is a business-to-business provider of deals such as coupons, sales, and other customer promotions, offering hundreds of thousands of clean, categorized, hand-tested, monetized links paired with content. We add value because the data that is readily available is often badbad links, bad copy, bad categorization, bad structure. If an affiliate wants to show accurate data to ensure a good user experience, that affiliate needs to either clean that data on its own or use a service such as FMTC.

Thanks to FMTCs breadth of coverage and level of quality, it quickly becameand still is todaythe vendor of choice for monetized deal data in the affiliate space. We work with over twenty thousand merchant programs, dozens of tracking platforms, and most top-tier deal and reward affiliates in the worlds English-speaking markets. At any given time, we have about one hundred thousand clean links, saving our subscribers (and, by extension, customers) from bad experiences. In all our years in business, weve processed tens of millions of deals. We also provide hundreds of millions of products from thousands of merchants and thousands of brand manufacturers. We provide structured, enriched data for business development purposes along with workflows such as ProgramFlow, which allows publisher teams to manage thousands of applications, and Affistash, a creator discovery tool FMTC acquired in late 2025.

In brief, FMTC provides content, data, and workflows for affiliate marketers. Our motto is clarity, quality, cash-ity.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

Around 2001, when I was still at Zappos, I attended an event in San Francisco on online advertising during which panelists discussed various channels. As a newly minted cheerleader for the affiliate marketing space, I was surprised that they left affiliate out, so I brought it up during the question and answer session.

The response I got stunned me. I dont remember the panelists name or company, but I will never forget his complete contempt for affiliate marketing, which he likened to an old pay-per-call model on cable television. He expressed his confidence that the affiliate model would soon be recognized as a failure and discarded on the trash heap of advertising history. The remark was so strikingand time has proven him so wrongthat I quoted it at the start of this book.

As you have probably gathered, Im still a cheerleader for affiliate marketing. You may also be aware that there are some people out there in the online advertising ecosystem who still feel self-righteous, misplaced disdain for it. Thats why Ive written this book. Its purpose is to help affiliate marketing come into its own and realize its natural potential.

Some of that enthusiasm I have is inspired by the management consulting book CEO Excellence, which recounts the story of Ajaypal Singh Ajay Banga, former CEO of Mastercard. Banga had a key insight about his business that has helped to shape my views on my own. Banga realized that as CEO of a credit card company, his main competitor was not actually American Express or Visa so much as it was cash transactions. He set out to kill cashand, to a significant extent, succeeded. The value of Mastercard went up tenfold.

Similarly, while other kinds of online marketing channels compete against affiliate, its main competitor is actually non-monetized links. This book will argue both for greater investment in affiliate marketing as a channel and for vastly expanded monetization of commercially relevant content and links. In other words, to channel an Ajay Banga sentiment: Affiliate marketers should seek to kill non-monetized Commercial Links. This book is about affiliate marketings position in the greater advertising ecosystem, its operations, and its possibilities for the future. This book is not about program optimization for either the affiliate or advertiser, though many best practices are mentioned.

Our journey from Affiliate Hypothesis to Affiliate Excellence will include the following:

 The Affiliate Hypothesis: why monetized Commercial Links are web contents best friend

 A primer on advertising

 An overview of the affiliate ecosystem, including why any advertisers not using affiliate marketing are almost surely leaving money on the table

 Narratives, challenges, and misconceptions about affiliate and other channels

 Affiliate in the age of zero clicks and answer engines

 How Affiliate Excellencethe implementation of the Affiliate Hypothesiscan expand the affiliate channel tenfold

Before we move on, a few words on the jargon in the space.

A NOTE ABOUT TERMINOLOGY

Affiliate marketing can be confusing for multiple reasons. Terms arent standardized, are often poorly defined, and can be used interchangeably, such as when affiliate stands for publisher, or even partner, or when merchant is used for both advertisers and brands.

Often, this is innocent enough. I use terms such as buyers journey and customers journey as synonyms, though some would argue they refer to pre- and post-purchase periods. But players in the affiliate industry may obscure the nature of what they do or otherwise misrepresent themselves. Youll often see this at tradeshows, when a company with an affiliate-adjacent business model categorizes itself as an affiliate to win more meetings, or when a company adopts a vague or novel category for itself, such as when a sub-affiliate network calls itself a platform. Its important to be aware that there can be misunderstandings and miscommunications  and sometimes, deliberate deceptions.

There is no arbiter of language or ruling body, governmental or otherwise, in affiliate marketing, so debates about terminology are unlikely ever to be settled. When in doubt, clarify exactly what someone means by the terms they are using. Do not assume your definition is universally shared. Ill provide context and explanations of my own terminology throughout this book. For example, as Ive previously mentioned, in this book, affiliate is used as shorthand for affiliate marketing.

MY PROMISE TO YOU

I have spent the better part of my professional life working in and around the affiliate marketing spacelong enough to see multiple cycles of hype, contraction, reinvention, and growth. My promise to you, as a reader, is simple but serious: I will give you the benefit of those years. This book is written with an explicit commitment to accuracy, transparency, and intellectual honesty, drawing on the most current and authoritative information I could reasonably gather at the time of writing.

I genuinely believe this is one of the most excitingand consequentialmoments in the history of affiliate marketing. The industry is evolving rapidly, shaped by platform power, regulatory pressure, shifting consumer trust, ever-changing traffic patterns, and advances in technology that are rewriting long-standing assumptions. That makes clarity more important than ever.

This book is not a promise of easy money or universal outcomes. It is an invitation to think more clearly, question more deeply, and engage more responsibly with an industry that has enormous influence over the future of online commerce.

Now, join me as we explore bold and sometimes controversial ideas, confront uncomfortable patterns, challenge lazy assumptions, and searchtogetherfor more sustainable, ethical, and effective pathways toward a better online future.
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