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You can’t manage what you can’t measure, and that 
speaks volumes about the importance of attribution 
in 2016.
Put simply, attribution is the process of apportioning the value of a conversion across the interactions 

and touchpoints that were involved in the path to conversion.

Accurate measurement of marketing performance is crucial to business success, and attribution is a 

key part of that measurement. An accurate attribution model will inform the most effective decisions 

across the marketing department and allow campaigns to run at their maximum potential. 

There are several fundamentals to the success of an attribution model, with the most important being:

1. Consolidated data – Data from all marketing channels, sales channels and devices must be

joined and consolidated in one place.

2. The most complete user journeys possible – There must be ‘links’ and ‘keys’ between the

data sources that enable all of the interactions and touchpoints, across all channels and

devices, to be joined into a coherent path. Without knowing the true user journey, the results

of attribution are compromised and key channels will be undervalued.

3. Analysis of channel interactions – In-depth analysis of how channels combine, interact and

complement each other, in addition to their value, is crucial to inform tactical decisions.

4. Automation – Once these steps have been achieved, the process of collecting, combining,

analysing, attributing and outputting the data needs to be automated. The insights must be

delivered to key stakeholders to ensure they can be used practically to drive decisions.

There are many benefits to bringing together a complete set of aligned and joined up marketing 

data. There are also numerous forms of analysis that can be performed on the data to answer lots 

of questions for different audiences, of which attribution is just one. However, the remainder of this 

section will focus on attribution and the parts that create the valuation of marketing activities.

Well-informed optimisation

Sales and leads are rarely driven by a single marketing campaign. Visitors to a site usually visit multiple 

times, through different channels, before committing to a purchase or registration. Therefore, to 

effectively optimise all marketing channels, success needs to be measured based on its overall 

contribution to the sale and not just on the site visit where the conversion takes place.  

Take a moment to think about the omni-channel user journey when considering the part each 

touchpoint plays in driving a result.
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Based on the traditional “last click wins” attribution model, visits associated with brand will generally 

be reported as the biggest driver of conversions. When optimising channels this can be misleading, as 

the model is ignoring the channels and keywords that helped to develop the brand recall. 

Separating brand from non-brand visits allows for unique insight when looking at the path to 

conversion and enables marketers to assess the overall influence that brand has on conversions. 

Finding the right attribution model

Attribution models are developed based on insights garnered from analysis of marketing 

performance data and the attributes of conversions.

There are two main steps to creating an attribution model:

1. Identifying the touchpoints in the paths to conversion – This is often more complicated

than it seems. Methods need to be utilised to accurately reflect consumer buying and

browsing habits and capture paths of varying lengths, rather than simply capturing all

touchpoints in a pre-defined cookie length.

2. Sharing sale value between contributing touchpoints – Once the contributing touchpoints

have been identified, the rules can be set to share sale value between them. There are many

different ways to do this, such as giving channels different weightings depending on their

position in the path to conversion, so they should be bespoke for each business.

That said, an attribution model can only ever be as accurate as the data it’s based on. The most accurate 

attribution model will reflect how users truly interact with a brand’s marketing and sales channels. 

Joining user activity across disparate channels and devices is more complicated for some business 

than others, and there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution. However, this can always be done with a little 

creative thinking. 
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For the most accurate attribution model the following should be included:

1. Multiple devices – Increasingly, consumers are using multiple devices for research and

purchase. To see the complete user journey, rather than just fragments, user activity

must be linked across these different devices. For matching, first there is the deterministic

method, which uses a unique key, such as email address, to join a user each time they

identify themselves on a different device. Then there is the probabilistic method, which uses

thousands of data points to make statistical matches between devices.

2. Offline activity – Online marketing drives offline sales, and vice versa. Again, to uncover the

true user journey this activity should be linked for a holistic view of user activity.

3. Offsite display advertising – Advertisers spend millions on various types of offsite display

advertising and its true influence and can only be determined through inclusion in the

attribution model.

4. Mobile apps – As well as mobile sites, many advertisers are providing native mobile apps to

allow consumers to browse and purchase their products.

Underpinning all of this is the level of completeness and accuracy of the data that is collected. 

‘Good’ tracking data is accurate, collected across all channels and includes all landings, actions and 

pageviews across all converting and non-converting user journeys. The quality of tracking data will 

have a large impact on the accuracy of the final model and the data it produces. 

In an ideal world the attribution model would be 100% accurate, but in practice this is determined by 

the resource available and the stage of the business. Any inaccuracies in the data must be identified 

and taken into account when using the model as the basis for decisions. 

The path to conversion can vary depending on numerous factors. These will differ for each business 

sector and each individual company, but common variants could include new versus existing 

customers, basket value, geographic location, device, number and types of products purchased, 

customer demographics and many more. 

The attribution model should account for these variants wherever they display different trends 

within the conversion path. An attribution partner should also be able to work with an advertiser to 

segment path to conversion data in order to identify which variants need to be incorporated into the 

attribution model.

Benefits of attribution modelling 

The primary benefit of introducing a customised attribution model into a business is to understand 

which activities are actually contributing towards the ultimate goals and in what combination they are 

effective. Once this is understood it becomes more straightforward to allocate more resources to the 

successful activities and to review the activities that are not working.
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In addition to looking beyond the last click it’s also beneficial to look beyond the first sale. Aligning 

data sources (e.g. Tracking & CRM) and performing attribution analysis will help marketing teams to 

attribute lifetime revenue and/or margin generated by a customer, back to the original traffic sources 

involved in generating the initial sale.  

Once an advertiser understands the position of a traffic source within the paths to conversion that 

have been investigated, tactical actions can be taken based on this insight.  A practical example could 

be moving a media partner that was historically rewarded on a cost-per-sale basis to a cost per click 

or hybrid payment model. The rationale being they are frequently appearing at the beginning of path 

to conversions, but seldom at the end.

Other benefits of building your attribution model include:

Predicting the future...

As well as helping marketers to better understand the past, attributed performance data can be used 

to predict the future. 

Understanding the overall impact of an increase or reduction in channel budgets is crucial for 

marketers looking to maximise their return on investment. The granular, omni-channel attribution 

data is the most suitable view of performance with which to model future ‘what-if’ scenarios, enabling 

marketers to determine the most effective actions. 

Intelligent basket abandonment 

When done badly, basket abandonment emails can be an annoyance to consumers and a hindrance, 

rather than a benefit, to the business. The omni-channel user journey data collected by attribution 

can be used to make basket abandonment emails more effective through better identifying optimum 

buying behaviour. It can also ensure that the emails aren’t sent if a user has converted on a different 

device to the one they’re browsing on. 

Team cohesion 

Marketers should aim to have the attribution model universally accepted across the business, 

including marketing, analytics, buying and finance teams. 

It will then be possible to better co-ordinate the delivery of respective projects in order to meet 

company or group-wide objectives. All departments will be working from the same page. 



© Copyright PerformanceIN 2016 – All rights reserved. PerformanceIN grants 
you permission to store and print from this material for your own personal and 
commercial use. No part of this publication may be reproduced without prior 
permission from the publisher.

Attribution 06

Future-proofing 

In the real world, because of factors like restructuring, competition, regulation, seasonality or 

expansion, marketing goals and priorities are likely to change. Advertisers that take the time to 

develop a fully customisable attribution model will benefit from being able to hone and refresh it as 

their business evolves.

Affiliate payments 

Since early 2013 some merchants have started to use attributed performance data to calculate 

affiliate commission payments and to share this with the affiliate networks. Unlike the flawed ‘last-

click wins’ model, paying affiliates based on the value attributed to them in the merchant’s attribution 

model accurately reflects their real contribution to each sale. 

It also allows multiple affiliates to receive credit for a single sale. The model crucially aligns the 

interests of merchants and affiliates by incentivising affiliates to contribute at all stages of the 

purchase journey, rather than just competing for the already saturated last click, encouraging both 

parties to grow together. 

What is next for attribution?

Attribution has been near the top of the marketer’s to-do list for a couple of years, but with the 

complexity of modern shopping behaviour it is now a necessity. The marketers that get to grips with 

attribution, and understand how consumers really are interacting with their brand across all devices, 

online to offline, will be the most successful. 

As the discipline has matured, the barriers to seeing value from attribution have been greatly 

reduced. Solution providers are now much more focused on helping to deliver incremental value to 

businesses, rather than the never-ending pursuit for the perfect algorithm. 

And it isn’t just marketers who will use the data. As attribution provides a more accurate and realistic 

measure of media value, marketers will be able to use it to inform commercial relationships with 

media owners, based on their true contribution to revenue. 



Interested to find out more? 
Attribution will be covered at our upcoming 

Performance Marketing Insights: London  
on 25–26 October 2016, Westminster Park Plaza 

Gain expert knowledge from industry leaders on ROI-driven disciplines including 

affiliate marketing, display advertising, programmatic, paid search and paid social for 

a complete rundown of what it means to embrace performance marketing today.

Gather with 1000+ of your peers to take advantage of breakfast briefings, 

networking drinks and our infamous after-party to strike up new business 

conversations and reconnect with existing partners.

With over ten years of experience PMI: London is the place to be for those in the 

Performance Marketing Industry. 

View the full agenda and speaker lineup here

Click here to Save 10% off your ticket if you book now 

https://www.performancemarketinginsights.com/16/london/agenda/1/
http://perfo.in/2aY4cNx
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ORGANISERS OF THE EVENTS:

“We are a publisher and curator of content focused on maximising the 
potential of performance marketing. We connect and engage with our 

community whilst facilitating industry debate, education and rewarding 
innovation, success and best practice.” 
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