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How to use this guide
Affiliate click tracking discrepancies are not a niche technical problem. They affect budget decisions, publisher payouts,
advertiser confidence, campaign renewals, and whether the team knows which newsletters are actually producing qualified
traffic. This guide is designed to be used before, during, and after a newsletter advertising campaign.

The goal is not to force every system to show the same number. That usually will not happen because each platform
measures a different event at a different point in the path. The goal is to build a disciplined reconciliation process that
explains the gap, identifies what should be excluded, preserves legitimate performance, and gives both sides a clean basis
for decision-making.

Core premise A newsletter click, affiliate network click, validated click, analytics session, and
conversion are related metrics. They are not interchangeable metrics. Good reporting
shows how they connect instead of pretending they are the same.

This guide is written for four audiences:
- Advertisers and performance marketers who need to understand why their affiliate platform does not match newsletter
reporting.

- Publisher monetization teams who need a fair way to respond when a buyer questions click quality or conversion attribution.

- Ad operations teams responsible for links, macros, redirects, QA, proofing, and reporting exports.

- Finance and leadership teams deciding what gets paid, credited, held for review, or renewed.

The guide is also intentionally practical. It includes checklists, data schemas, reason codes, formulas, and investigation
workflows that can be copied into an internal operating process or client-facing reconciliation package.
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and explain the result to a partner without sounding defensive or vague.
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SECTION 01

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

What tracking discrepancies actually mean and how to respond without
overreacting.
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1. Executive summary
When newsletter clicks do not match affiliate platform clicks, the first question should not be who is wrong. The first
question should be: where in the measurement chain is each system counting?

Newsletter platforms often count the interaction at or near the email click event. Affiliate systems may count only after the
affiliate redirect loads, required identifiers are captured, fraud filters run, session/cookie logic is established, and the click is
eligible under network rules. Analytics platforms may count a session only after the user lands, the page loads, consent
allows tracking, JavaScript fires, and a new session is created. These are different events.

A discrepancy can be completely normal, operationally fixable, or a sign of invalid traffic. The difference is determined by
evidence, not instinct.

The five conclusions a reconciliation process can reach
Conclusion Meaning Action

Expected measurement gap Systems count different events, but the loss pattern is
stable and explainable.

Document the expected range and keep the campaign
eligible for optimization.

Tracking setup issue UTMs, redirects, macros, click IDs, consent, or landing
page events are not implemented correctly.

Fix setup, annotate reporting, and rerun QA before the
next send.

Security-scanner inflation Corporate email security systems or link scanners
generated non-human clicks.

Filter by timing, user agent, IP/ASN, click pattern, and
validation provider logic.

Affiliate attribution loss The affiliate platform did not receive or retain the
identifiers required to attribute downstream activity.

Audit click ID persistence, affiliate parameters,
redirects, cookie consent, and postback rules.

Traffic quality issue A meaningful share of activity appears invalid,
automated, duplicated, proxy-based, or otherwise low
quality.

Apply reason codes, exclude unsupported traffic, and
adjust reporting or payout rules.

A useful reconciliation report does three things: it explains the difference between data sources, separates setup issues
from traffic quality issues, and recommends what changes before the next buy. It should not simply state that the numbers
do not match.

The mistake to avoid Do not compare newsletter clicks to affiliate conversions and call the difference fraud.
That skips too many steps. First reconcile newsletter clicks to affiliate clicks, affiliate
clicks to landing sessions, sessions to conversion events, and conversion events to
approved payout events.
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The practical standard for this guide
For every campaign, the reporting package should answer these questions:

- What did the publisher or newsletter platform count?

- What did the affiliate platform count?

- What did the advertiser site or analytics platform count?

- What was removed or excluded by validation, deduplication, fraud filtering, or attribution rules?

- Which portion of the difference is expected, which is fixable, and which is material enough to change payment or renewal
decisions?

The best teams do not wait until the end of the month to ask these questions. They build the data trail before the send goes
live. That means standardized UTMs, click IDs, publisher IDs, advertiser IDs, placement IDs, timestamp conventions,
landing page event definitions, and a way to export raw click data with enough fields to diagnose anomalies.

Why this matters commercially
The commercial problem is not just measurement accuracy. It is trust. Advertisers lose trust when they see thousands of
newsletter clicks and far fewer affiliate clicks or sessions. Publishers lose trust when they believe valid reader activity is
being discounted after the fact. Operators lose time when they have to manually rebuild evidence from scattered exports,
screenshots, and platform dashboards.

A disciplined reconciliation workflow protects everyone. Advertisers get clearer attribution, publishers get fairer evaluation,
and the platform can make renewal decisions based on validated performance rather than anecdotal frustration.

What changed in the market
Email measurement has become more complicated because privacy systems, security scanners, browser restrictions,
consent frameworks, mobile apps, redirects, affiliate network rules, and fraud detection tools all sit between an email click
and an approved conversion. Open rates have also become less reliable because Apple Mail Privacy Protection can
preload email content, which makes click-based and downstream metrics more important for evaluating intent.

The outcome: a simple click total is no longer enough. A high-quality newsletter advertising report needs layers: gross
clicks, validated clicks, affiliate-eligible clicks, analytics sessions, conversion events, approved conversions, and revenue
or payout status.
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SECTION 02

THE MEASUREMENT CHAIN

Where a newsletter click becomes an affiliate click, a session, a
conversion, or a rejected event.
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2. The newsletter-to-affiliate measurement chain
Most discrepancies become easier to understand when the team maps the actual journey of a click. The path is not one
event. It is a sequence of systems that each decide whether an event exists, whether it qualifies, and how it should be
attributed.

Stage What happens Common count

1. Email is delivered The newsletter send occurs. The email client, inbox provider, or corporate
gateway may scan or rewrite links before the human reader does anything.

Delivered, sent, open proxy
events

2. Reader or scanner
interacts with link

A link is clicked or checked. The newsletter platform may count the event at this
first redirect.

Newsletter click

3. Newsletter tracking
redirect loads

The click tracking domain records timestamp, subscriber or hashed subscriber,
publisher, placement, and destination.

Gross click

4. Affiliate tracking URL
loads

The affiliate network captures affiliate ID, offer ID, click ID, campaign, and
sometimes sub-ID parameters.

Affiliate click

5. Security and validation
filters run

Known bots, scanners, duplicate patterns, proxy/VPN behavior, non-browser
agents, and suspicious behavior may be excluded or flagged.

Validated or rejected click

6. Landing page loads The user reaches the advertiser site. GA4 or site analytics may count a session
if scripts load and consent rules allow it.

Session, user, pageview

7. Conversion event fires Form submission, purchase, lead, or app event occurs. The event may be
captured by analytics, affiliate pixel, server-side postback, or CRM.

Conversion, lead, sale

8. Attribution and approval
happen

The affiliate platform dedupes, applies attribution windows, removes reversals,
and assigns status.

Approved, pending, rejected,
payable conversion

The biggest source of confusion is that teams often use the word click for multiple events. A newsletter click may mean the
email tracking redirect fired. An affiliate click may mean the affiliate network recorded an eligible redirect. A validated click
may mean a third-party filter did not classify the interaction as invalid. A site session may mean the landing page loaded
and analytics executed. Those are all different.

Operational rule Every report should label the metric by where it was measured: newsletter platform
click, affiliate platform click, validated click, analytics session, conversion event,
approved conversion. The label matters as much as the number.
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A simple click path example
Assume 10,000 readers receive a newsletter with a sponsorship. A mix of humans, corporate scanners, and bots interact
with the link. Some reach the advertiser site. Some get blocked by a security page. Some lose parameters during a
redirect. Some land but do not consent to analytics. Some come back later from a bookmark. A portion convert, and the
affiliate platform approves only those that meet attribution rules.

Layer Count Interpretation

Newsletter platform gross clicks 1,250 Every recorded interaction at newsletter tracking layer.

Validation provider eligible clicks 1,040 Gross clicks minus likely automated, duplicate, or invalid traffic.

Affiliate platform clicks 920 Clicks where affiliate redirect loaded and required identifiers were
captured.

GA4 sessions 770 Landing page sessions after page load, JavaScript, consent, and session
logic.

Lead events 66 Tracked lead submissions or conversions.

Approved affiliate conversions 52 Conversions that survived affiliate attribution, dedupe, and approval
rules.

In this scenario, saying the campaign produced 1,250 clicks or 52 conversions is incomplete. The useful analysis is the
relationship between each layer. If 1,250 newsletter clicks become 1,040 validated clicks, the validation rate is 83.2
percent. If 1,040 validated clicks become 920 affiliate clicks, the affiliate capture rate is 88.5 percent. If 920 affiliate clicks
produce 770 sessions, the affiliate-click-to-session rate is 83.7 percent. Each step has a different diagnostic implication.

The funnel reveals where to investigate. A low validation rate points toward traffic quality or scanner activity. A low affiliate
capture rate points toward redirect, parameter, or affiliate endpoint issues. A low session rate can indicate landing page
load failures, consent, ad blockers, mobile app webviews, or analytics configuration. A low approved conversion rate can
be normal if the audience is early funnel, or it can reveal offer mismatch, tracking pixel issues, dedupe rules, or
advertiser-side reversals.
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SECTION 03

METRIC DEFINITIONS

Clicks, sessions, users, conversions, and payouts are not the same thing.
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3. The metrics that should never be compared
one-to-one
A surprising amount of tracking tension comes from comparing unlike metrics. The team sees 5,000 newsletter clicks and
3,200 affiliate clicks and assumes one system is wrong. Or the team sees 2,000 affiliate clicks and 1,350 sessions and
assumes traffic is fake. Both interpretations may be wrong.

Metric What it usually measures Why it can differ

Gross newsletter clicks All recorded link interactions at the newsletter tracking
layer.

May include scanners, duplicated clicks, preview
clicks, bot traffic, or clicks that never load affiliate tags.

Unique newsletter clicks Deduped clickers, often by subscriber or hashed recipient. Deduplication rules vary by platform and time window.

Validated clicks Clicks that pass validation or fraud filters. Depends on IVT logic, scanner patterns, user agent,
IP, ASN, geography, time-to-click, and duplicate rules.

Affiliate clicks Clicks counted by the affiliate platform after its tracking
endpoint loads and identifiers are present.

Can be lower due to redirect failures, parameter loss,
filtering, network latency, browser restrictions, or
attribution eligibility.

Sessions Analytics sessions after a user reaches the site and
tracking executes.

Clicks and sessions differ because multiple clicks may
produce one session, landing pages can fail, scripts
can be blocked, or consent may be denied.

Users Analytics estimate of distinct visitors. User identity is affected by cookies, devices,
browsers, privacy settings, consent, and cross-device
behavior.

Conversions Desired event such as purchase, lead, signup, or
application.

The event may not fire, may be blocked, may be
delayed, or may be captured by one system and not
another.

Approved conversions Conversions accepted for payout after affiliate rules. Dedupe, attribution windows, reversals, fraud review,
caps, and advertiser approval rules affect status.

Google's own documentation for ads and analytics discrepancies notes that clicks and sessions are different metrics and
can differ due to invalid-click filtering, tagging, redirects, linked-account timing, and URL rewrites. The same concept
applies to newsletter and affiliate workflows: each platform uses its own measurement point and eligibility rules.

What the team should report
- Gross newsletter clicks for total top-of-funnel interaction.

- Validated clicks for quality-adjusted interaction.

- Affiliate clicks for network-recognized traffic.

- Landing sessions for site-reached traffic.

- Conversion events for downstream action.

- Approved conversions or revenue for payable results.

Better wording Instead of saying the numbers do not match, say: The newsletter platform measured
1,250 gross clicks. After validation, 1,040 were classified as eligible. The affiliate
platform recorded 920 clicks, which indicates 88.5 percent affiliate capture against
validated clicks. GA4 recorded 770 sessions, or 83.7 percent of affiliate clicks.
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SECTION 04

THE DISCREPANCY MATH

Formulas, thresholds, and interpretation rules for a clean reconciliation.
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4. The discrepancy math every team should use
The most important numbers in a reconciliation are often percentages, not raw counts. Raw counts tell you that a
difference exists. Percentages tell you where it exists, whether the pattern is material, and how to compare campaigns with
different volumes.

Metric Formula Use

Gross-to-validated rate validated clicks / gross newsletter clicks Shows how much top-level click activity survives quality filters.

Validation loss rate 1 - (validated clicks / gross newsletter
clicks)

Estimates scanner, bot, duplicate, or invalid removal.

Affiliate capture rate affiliate clicks / validated clicks Shows whether affiliate tracking captured expected eligible
click traffic.

Affiliate discrepancy rate 1 - (affiliate clicks / validated clicks) Highlights redirect, parameter, network, or filtering loss.

Click-to-session rate analytics sessions / affiliate clicks Shows whether site analytics saw landed traffic.

Session loss rate 1 - (sessions / affiliate clicks) Indicates landing page, consent, script, redirect, or
session-definition issues.

Conversion rate from affiliate click conversions / affiliate clicks Direct response efficiency at affiliate layer.

Approved conversion rate approved conversions / conversions Shows reversal, dedupe, approval, or offer-quality outcome.

Payable click rate payable clicks / validated clicks Used when payout depends on eligible traffic after exclusions.

A recommended reconciliation table
Layer Count Rate vs previous layer Question answered

Newsletter gross clicks Baseline How much raw interaction did the newsletter tracking layer record?

Validated clicks Validated / gross How much appears eligible after validation?

Affiliate clicks Affiliate / validated How much eligible traffic did the affiliate platform capture?

Landing sessions Sessions / affiliate clicks How much affiliate traffic reached analytics?

Conversion events Events / sessions Did the landing experience convert?

Approved conversions Approved / events What is ultimately payable or counted by the network?

Interpreting thresholds
There is no universal discrepancy threshold that works across every advertiser, publisher, offer, link chain, device mix, and
network. Teams should build their own tolerance ranges from historical campaigns. However, the following rules are useful
starting points.

Signal Likely interpretation Recommended action

0-10 percent gap at a layer Often expected, depending on metric definitions and
campaign setup.

Annotate and monitor trend over time.

10-25 percent gap Potential setup, validation, security scanning, or
landing analytics issue.

Investigate if the gap is new, concentrated, or
materially affects decisions.

25-50 percent gap Material discrepancy requiring explanation before final
reporting.

Pull raw exports and classify reason codes.

50 percent or greater gap Likely serious setup problem, traffic quality issue, or
incompatible comparison.

Pause interpretation, run full chain audit, and avoid
payout conclusions until evidence is reviewed.

Sudden change vs prior sends More important than the absolute gap itself. Compare by publisher, date, link, geography, device,
and user agent.
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Worked example: diagnosing the layer
Metric Campaign A Campaign B What changed

Gross newsletter clicks 4,800 4,900 Volume is stable.

Validated clicks 4,150 2,600 Validation rate dropped sharply.

Affiliate clicks 3,950 2,420 Affiliate capture vs validated stayed similar.

Sessions 3,420 2,080 Session ratio stayed similar.

Conversions 210 125 Conversion rate roughly followed valid volume.

In this example, the biggest issue is not affiliate tracking or landing analytics. The sharp change happened between gross
and validated clicks. That points toward scanner activity, bot traffic, duplicate patterns, geography/IP concentration, user
agent anomalies, or validation rules. If the team only compared gross newsletter clicks to conversions, it might blame the
offer or the affiliate network. The layer view points to a better investigation.

Worked example: affiliate capture issue
Metric Expected send Problem send Interpretation

Gross newsletter clicks 2,200 2,160 Raw click volume normal.

Validated clicks 1,980 1,940 Validation rate normal.

Affiliate clicks 1,820 680 Affiliate capture collapsed.

Sessions 1,520 570 Sessions follow affiliate clicks.

Conversions 92 31 Downstream volume fell because capture failed early.

Here the problem is the affiliate capture layer. A likely cause is a broken affiliate URL, missing affiliate parameter, redirect
path change, network outage, URL rewriting issue, or campaign link that pointed to a non-tracking destination. The fix is
not a creative change; it is a link and redirect QA change.
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SECTION 05

CAUSE TAXONOMY

The most common reasons newsletter clicks do not match affiliate reporting.
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5. Cause taxonomy: why the numbers do not match
Discrepancies are easier to resolve when the team uses a shared taxonomy. The goal is to avoid vague language like
tracking issue or bad traffic and instead assign a reason that points to the right fix.

Category Typical symptoms Where to look first

Measurement-definition gap Counts differ but ratios are stable and consistent across
campaigns.

Metric definitions, time windows, dedupe
rules.

Link scanner or security gateway Clicks appear immediately after send, often all links or first link,
high corporate domains, no session depth.

Time-to-click, user agent, IP/ASN,
sequence patterns.

Redirect or parameter loss Newsletter clicks high, affiliate clicks low, sessions may still exist
but not attributed.

URL chain, click IDs, macros, redirects,
landing URL.

Analytics/session gap Affiliate clicks high, sessions low, conversions possibly low or
uncaptured.

Landing page load, consent, scripts, tag
manager, browser restrictions.

Affiliate attribution rules Affiliate clicks exist, conversions low or rejected. Cookie windows, dedupe, cross-device, last
click, offer caps, approval rules.

Invalid or low-quality traffic High volume, odd timing, proxy/VPN concentration, low
engagement, repeated IP/user agent.

Validation provider, IP/ASN, user agent,
frequency, geography.

Detailed cause dictionary
Cause What it means Symptom First fix

Metric definition
mismatch

The newsletter tool counts every click event
while the affiliate platform counts eligible
tracking endpoint loads.

Expected gap across most
campaigns.

Document definitions and
compare the correct adjacent
layers.

Time zone mismatch One platform reports in UTC, another in ET
or PT.

Daily counts do not match but
multi-day totals are closer.

Normalize timestamps before
comparing by day.

Reporting window
mismatch

Affiliate platform has delayed processing or
date-of-click/date-of-conversion differences.

Counts change after the initial
report is pulled.

Use a fixed lock date for final
reconciliation.

Duplicate click dedupe Newsletter platform counts multiple clicks,
affiliate or validation layer dedupes by
user/window.

Gross high, unique lower, repeated
clickers visible.

Report both gross and deduped
counts.

Security scanning Corporate gateway checks URLs before
delivery or at time of click.

Clicks cluster seconds after send,
often no downstream session.

Classify by scanner patterns
and validation.

URL rewriting Security tools rewrite the URL before the
user clicks.

Tracking path is altered or wrapped. Inspect destination chain and
rewritten URLs.

Broken affiliate
parameter

Affiliate ID, offer ID, click ID, or sub-ID is
missing.

Newsletter clicks normal, affiliate
clicks low or unattributed.

Test final URL and compare
raw query strings.

Cause What it means Symptom First fix

Redirect strip A redirect drops UTMs or affiliate
parameters.

Landing sessions exist as
direct/unassigned.

Follow every redirect and
inspect query persistence.

Landing page redirect Advertiser site redirects to canonical URL
and removes tracking data.

Affiliate clicks exist, GA4 attribution
weak.

Fix redirect logic or server-side
parameter preservation.

Consent blocking Analytics scripts or affiliate pixels are
blocked until consent.

Affiliate clicks higher than sessions
or conversions.

Review consent mode and
event firing rules.

Ad blockers/privacy tools Browser tools block analytics or affiliate
scripts.

Clicks exist, analytics does not see
all sessions.

Compare server logs, affiliate
clicks, and analytics sessions.

Mobile app/webview
behavior

In-app browsers handle cookies and
redirects differently.

Device-specific attribution gaps. Segment by device, OS, app,
browser, and landing path.
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Cause What it means Symptom First fix

Cookie window
expiration

User converts after affiliate window. Affiliate clicks exist, advertiser CRM
shows conversions but network
does not.

Review network window and
conversion lag.

Cross-device conversion User clicks in email on phone but converts
later on desktop.

Site conversions exist but affiliate
credit missing.

Assess login/CRM matching
and server-side attribution.

Cause What it means Symptom First fix

Offer cap or geo
restriction

Affiliate network rejects clicks or conversions
outside eligibility.

High activity but low approved
results.

Verify campaign rules before
launch.

Advertiser-side dedupe Another channel receives credit under
last-click rules.

Affiliate conversions are reversed or
not approved.

Review attribution hierarchy
and dedupe rules.

Bot or non-human traffic Rapid repeated clicks, same UA/IP, poor
session depth.

Validation loss high and
engagement low.

Use IVT filters and reason
codes.

Proxy/VPN
concentration

Activity clusters around proxy data centers or
unusual geos.

Validation provider flags or
geography mismatch.

Classify and exclude according
to policy.

Preview or proof clicks Internal testing clicks enter live reporting. Early clicks before send or from
internal IPs.

Filter test IPs and proof
environments.

Creative mismatch Clicks are valid but conversions weak. High sessions, low conversion rate. Audit offer, landing page,
message match, and audience
intent.

The taxonomy should be used in two places: first in the reconciliation workbook as a reason code, and second in the final
narrative so the advertiser or publisher understands what changed. A report that says 1,200 clicks removed is not enough.
A report that says 1,200 clicks were removed because 78 percent fired within 20 seconds of delivery from known corporate
security infrastructure is much stronger.
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SECTION 06

AUTOMATED LINK SCANNING

Security tools can click or rewrite links before a human reader reaches the
landing page.
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6. Automated link scanning and security clicks
One of the most important causes of newsletter click discrepancies is automated link scanning. Corporate email security
systems often inspect, rewrite, or verify URLs to protect users from phishing and malware. This can create click-like activity
in tracking systems even when no human reader intended to visit the advertiser.

Microsoft Defender for Office 365 Safe Links, for example, provides URL scanning and rewriting of inbound email
messages and time-of-click verification of URLs in email and other Microsoft 365 apps. Barracuda documentation also
notes that verifying links in email requires those links to be clicked, which can create unwanted or confusing link-click
activity. These tools serve a legitimate security purpose, but they complicate advertising measurement.

How scanner clicks usually behave
Pattern Why it matters What to check

Very fast click after delivery Human readers rarely click every tracked URL within
seconds of receiving the email.

Time from send/delivery to click, especially 0-60
seconds.

All links clicked Security systems may inspect multiple links in the same
message.

Click sequence across every URL in the email.

First link bias Some tools trigger the first visible or first tracked link more
often.

Position of affected link in HTML and email body.

No downstream session The scanner may not load the destination in a normal
browser session or may not execute JavaScript.

Affiliate click vs GA4 session vs server log.

Corporate IP or security ASN B2B lists often show concentrated security-provider
behavior.

ASN, organization, hosting provider, known security
infrastructure.

Unusual user agents Scanners may not present as normal browsers, or may
use generic user agents.

User agent string, header completeness, JS
capability.

Repeated patterns across
publishers

The same advertiser domain or enterprise recipient base
may trigger similar scanning.

Compare by recipient domain and campaign.

Important distinction A security click is not the same as malicious fraud. It may be non-human and should
not be treated as qualified traffic, but it is often caused by legitimate enterprise security
software rather than a publisher attempting to inflate clicks.
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Scanner detection matrix
Signal Low concern Higher concern

Time to click Human-like distribution across hours and days Large cluster immediately after send

Link sequence One or two relevant links clicked Every tracked link clicked in the same second

Session behavior Pageview depth and time on site No page load, no JS, no session, or bounce-like only

IP/ASN Residential/mobile/business diversity Hosting, proxy, security vendor, data center
concentration

User agent Normal modern browser variety Generic, blank, automated, or repeated UA

Conversion behavior Some downstream leads or events Zero downstream behavior across a large click cluster

Scanner mitigation options
- Do not use click totals alone as the final performance metric for enterprise-heavy campaigns.

- Capture raw timestamp, IP, ASN, user agent, recipient domain, link position, and publisher for each click where possible.

- Create a rule that flags immediate multi-link activity from the same recipient, domain, IP, or user agent.

- Separate gross clicks from eligible clicks in reports.

- Use hidden or low-risk honeypot links only if your compliance and email operations teams approve the approach; misuse
can create deliverability or policy issues.

- Require a manual review bucket for ambiguous scanner-like clicks instead of automatically excluding all fast clicks.

- Explain scanner filtering in the advertiser report so the buyer understands why validated clicks can be lower than gross
clicks.

A note on invisible links
Some teams use invisible or non-user-facing links to identify scanners that click every URL in an email. This can be helpful,
but it must be handled carefully. Invisible links can be flagged by email security systems, may affect deliverability, and can
create confusion if they are not documented. A safer starting point is to analyze time-to-click, link sequence, user agent,
and downstream session behavior.
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SECTION 07

UTMS, REDIRECTS, AND LANDING PAGES

The tracking chain fails when parameters do not survive the path.
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7. UTM, redirect, and landing page failures
The most preventable affiliate discrepancy is the broken link chain. A campaign can generate real reader clicks and still
show poor affiliate or analytics reporting if required parameters are missing, stripped, overwritten, or not captured.

Google Analytics documentation recommends using campaign URL parameters such as utm_source, utm_medium, and
utm_campaign to identify campaign traffic. In newsletter advertising, those tags should not be improvised at the last
minute. They should follow a naming convention that identifies publisher, placement, campaign, send date, and format.

Recommended UTM structure
Parameter Recommended use Example

utm_source Publisher or newsletter source 1440, theskimm, morningbrew

utm_medium Channel or buy type newsletter, dedicated_email, sponsored_email

utm_campaign Advertiser campaign name brand_q2_leadgen, spring_finance_push

utm_content Placement, creative, or link variant top_sponsorship_v1, cta_button_b, textlink_2

utm_term Optional audience segment or offer label finance_intent, productivity_readers

custom click_id Unique event or pass-through ID for reconciliation mi_click_id, aff_click_id, subid

Naming rule Use lowercase, consistent separators, and controlled values. In analytics systems,
newsletter, Newsletter, email, e-mail, and sponsored-email can become separate rows
unless naming is standardized.

Common redirect failures
Failure What it looks like Prevention

Parameter stripping UTMs or click IDs disappear after redirect. Test final URL after every redirect and ensure query
strings persist.

HTTP to HTTPS redirect loss Tracking parameters drop when canonical security
redirect fires.

Fix server rewrite rules to preserve query strings.

Affiliate URL wrapped twice Newsletter tracking wraps an affiliate redirect, then
security tools wrap it again.

Document the full chain and test in real email clients.

Destination changed after
approval

Publisher proof uses one URL, live send uses
another.

Lock links after approval and require change control.

URL shortener interference Shortener masks final destination and can create
attribution issues.

Avoid unmanaged shorteners for paid campaigns.

Internal link tagging UTM tags used on internal links overwrite session
attribution.

Do not tag internal site navigation with campaign UTMs.
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Landing page tracking checklist
- Does the final landing page load with the same UTMs and click IDs that were approved?

- Does the page redirect to a localized, mobile, logged-in, or canonical version that strips query parameters?

- Does GA4 or analytics fire after consent is granted?

- Does the affiliate pixel, conversion API, or server-side postback receive the click ID?

- Is the conversion event configured on the page where the user actually completes the action?

- Does the landing page load quickly enough that analytics has a chance to fire?

- Does a page load produce a session in analytics when tested from a real email click, not just a browser paste?

- Does the landing page match the offer promised in the newsletter ad?

A common mistake is testing only the final destination URL in a browser. That does not test the full email path. The correct
test starts from the actual tracked newsletter link inside a proof email, follows the newsletter redirect, follows the affiliate
redirect, lands on the advertiser page, fires analytics, and captures the click ID in the destination system.

Recommended QA test cases
Test What to verify

Desktop Gmail click UTMs persist, affiliate click appears, GA4 session appears, landing page loads.

Mobile iOS Mail click Mobile path preserves parameters and does not force app/deep link loss.

Outlook/enterprise proof Safe Links or corporate rewriting does not break the path.

Private browsing session Landing still loads; analytics difference documented.

Conversion test Test lead or transaction passes click ID or attribution fields.

Redirect inspection Each 301/302 retains the full query string.
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SECTION 08

AFFILIATE ATTRIBUTION

Why affiliate clicks and conversions have their own eligibility rules.
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8. Affiliate network attribution and conversion gaps
Affiliate platforms are not just analytics tools. They are payout systems. That means their data often reflects eligibility and
attribution rules, not simply observed behavior. A campaign can send real users to a site and still receive fewer
affiliate-recognized clicks or approved conversions than expected.

The most common affiliate-side issues
Issue Impact What to confirm

Missing affiliate ID Click not attributed to the correct partner. Affiliate URL and sub-ID parameters.

Missing click ID Conversion cannot be tied to click. Click ID persistence across landing and conversion.

Attribution window Late conversions not credited. Cookie or click window by offer.

Last-click dedupe Another channel receives credit. Advertiser attribution hierarchy.

Offer cap Clicks or conversions beyond cap not payable. Daily/monthly cap and status.

Geo/device restrictions Traffic outside terms rejected. Allowed countries, devices, and audience rules.

Advertiser approval Pending conversions later reversed. Approval criteria, scrub rules, cancellation rules.

Server-side postback failure Affiliate platform does not receive conversion. Postback logs, pixel fire logs, transaction IDs.

Affiliate click IDs
The click ID is the bridge between the click and downstream conversion. If the click ID is lost before the conversion event,
the affiliate platform may be unable to assign credit even if the user converted. This is why reconciliation should always
inspect whether affiliate identifiers survived redirects, landing pages, form submissions, checkout flows, and server-side
conversion events.

Conversion statuses
Status Meaning How to treat in reporting

Tracked The conversion event was captured by a system. Useful for performance diagnostics, not necessarily
payable.

Pending Affiliate network has recorded the conversion but not
finalized it.

Do not treat as final revenue until approval window
closes.

Approved Conversion is accepted for attribution/payout. Use for final payable performance.

Rejected or reversed Conversion failed rules, was canceled, duplicated,
fraudulent, or unattributed.

Include reason if available and separate from tracking
failure.

Unattributed Advertiser has a conversion but affiliate system cannot
link it to the click.

Investigate click ID, cookie, postback, and dedupe.
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Attribution gap diagnosis
When affiliate clicks are present but conversions are missing, do not assume the traffic failed. Work through the following
diagnostic questions:

- Did the conversion event actually happen on the advertiser site or in the CRM?

- Did the affiliate pixel or postback fire at the conversion step?

- Was the user still inside the attribution window?

- Was another channel assigned credit under last-click or dedupe rules?

- Was the conversion rejected because of lead quality, duplicate status, cancellation, or fraud review?

- Was the offer active and uncapped at the time of click and conversion?

- Were there geo, device, or audience restrictions that made the traffic ineligible?

- Was there a cross-device or app handoff that broke attribution?

What to request from
advertisers

For reconciliation, request approved, pending, rejected, and unattributed conversion
counts by campaign, date, click ID or sub-ID, publisher, and rejection reason. Without
rejection reasons, the team can see that performance changed but not why.

Affiliate reporting should never be read as a pure site analytics report. It is an attribution and payout system. That is why a
report can show fewer affiliate conversions than the advertiser's internal analytics or CRM. The difference may reflect
legitimate dedupe or approval logic rather than tracking failure.
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SECTION 09

INVALID TRAFFIC AND VALIDATION

How to classify questionable clicks without over-filtering legitimate
readers.
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9. Invalid traffic, quality filters, and validation rules
Invalid traffic is a real concern in performance media, but it should be handled with structured evidence. The Media Rating
Council's invalid traffic standards distinguish between general invalid traffic, which can be identified through routine or
list-based filtration, and more sophisticated invalid traffic, which requires advanced analysis. In practice, newsletter ad
teams need a validation framework that catches non-human or ineligible activity without throwing away valid reader
behavior.

Validation should be applied consistently. If a click is excluded, the reason should be recorded. If it is not excluded, the
team should be able to explain why the signal was not strong enough. This is especially important when click counts affect
publisher payouts or advertiser credits.

Validation signals
Signal Why it matters Caution

Known bot or crawler user
agent

Clear non-human activity can be excluded. Some scanners disguise user agents; absence of a
bot UA is not proof of quality.

Data center or hosting ASN Many automated systems originate from hosting
networks.

Some enterprise or cloud-based security systems
may appear similar.

Proxy/VPN indicator Can indicate masking or non-standard traffic. A VPN alone is not always invalid; use with other
signals.

Very fast click after send Immediate activity can indicate scanner behavior. Highly engaged readers can click quickly; use cluster
analysis.

Multiple links clicked
simultaneously

Often not human-like. Some users open multiple links, but not usually all at
the same second.

No downstream session Click may not have loaded a real browser page. Analytics can be blocked by consent or browser
settings.

High repeat clicks from same
user/IP

Can indicate automation or accidental repeat firing. Some readers revisit or refresh; define dedupe
window.

Geography inconsistent with
target

May signal proxy or non-target traffic. Mobile carriers and corporate networks can distort
location.
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Reason code system for exclusions
Code Reason Definition

SCAN_FAST Immediate scanner pattern Click occurred within defined fast-click window and matched scanner indicators.

SCAN_MULTILINK Multi-link scanner Multiple links from same recipient/IP/UA clicked in rapid sequence.

BOT_UA Known bot user agent User agent matched known crawler, bot, or automated client rule.

DC_ASN Data center or hosting network IP/ASN associated with hosting or automated infrastructure and no human
engagement signals.

PROXY_VPN Proxy or VPN concentration Traffic source indicates proxy/VPN and is accompanied by anomalous behavior.

DUP_WINDOW Duplicate within window Repeated click from same entity inside dedupe window.

GEO_INELIGIBLE Ineligible geography Click outside advertiser-approved market or offer terms.

TEST_INTERNAL Proof or internal click Known internal QA/proof traffic.

BROKEN_PATH Tracking path failed Click reached newsletter layer but not affiliate/landing path due to link issue.

UNSUPPORTED Insufficient evidence Flagged but not excluded until more evidence is available.

Do not use single-factor exclusion unless the factor is definitive. A fast click alone may not be invalid. A proxy alone may
not be invalid. A no-session click alone may not be invalid. Strong exclusion decisions usually combine multiple signals:
time-to-click, link sequence, user agent, IP/ASN, duplicate pattern, lack of downstream engagement, and validation
provider classification.

Auditability rule Every removed click should have a reason code. Every reason code should have a
written definition. Every final report should separate excluded clicks from unresolved
clicks.
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SECTION 10

RECONCILIATION WORKFLOW

A step-by-step operating process for turning mismatched data into a
defensible answer.
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10. Reconciliation workflow and reason-code system
A proper reconciliation process is not a one-time spreadsheet cleanup. It is an operating workflow with inputs, matching
logic, reason codes, review steps, and final signoff.

The reconciliation workflow
Step Action Output

1 Collect all exports Newsletter clicks, validation data, affiliate clicks, sessions, conversions,
and approval status.

2 Normalize fields Common timestamp format, campaign IDs, publisher IDs, placement IDs,
URL fields, time zone.

3 Create comparison layers Gross to validated, validated to affiliate, affiliate to session, session to
conversion.

4 Join on identifiers Click ID, sub-ID, publisher, link ID, timestamp proximity, destination URL,
IP/UA when allowed.

5 Calculate discrepancy rates Gap percentages by publisher, day, placement, link, device, and
geography.

6 Assign reason codes Each excluded or unresolved record gets a reason category.

7 Review material exceptions Manual review for large gaps, high-value placements, or ambiguous
reasons.

8 Produce final narrative Summary, supporting tables, exclusions, fixes, and next-campaign
changes.

Required data fields
Field Purpose

campaign_id Connects records across newsletter, affiliate, advertiser, and finance systems.

publisher_id / publisher_name Allows publisher-level comparison and payout review.

placement_id Separates sponsorship, dedicated email, text link, banner, or issue placement.

send_date and send_time Enables time-to-click and reporting window analysis.

click_timestamp Required for scanner detection and timezone normalization.

destination_url Shows final intended landing page and whether it changed.

tracking_url Shows the actual link used in the email.

utm_source / utm_medium / utm_campaign /
utm_content

Supports analytics attribution and campaign segmentation.

affiliate_id / offer_id / click_id / sub_id Affiliate attribution and reconciliation identifiers.

ip / hashed_ip / ASN / country Traffic quality and geographic eligibility review, depending on privacy rules.

user_agent Bot, scanner, browser, and device classification.

validation_status and reason_code Documents eligibility and exclusions.

session_count / conversion_count /
conversion_status

Connects click layer to downstream activity.
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Matching logic hierarchy
Use the strongest available join key first. Do not rely on fuzzy timestamp matching if a true click ID exists. The
recommended hierarchy is:

- Exact click ID or sub-ID match across newsletter and affiliate systems.

- Exact affiliate click ID match to conversion or postback.

- Publisher plus placement plus destination plus timestamp proximity.

- Timestamp plus IP/ASN plus user agent pattern, where privacy and data policies allow.

- Aggregated comparison by publisher/day/link when record-level joins are not available.

Reconciliation workbook structure
Tab Purpose

01 Summary Executive summary of counts, rates, excluded clicks, unresolved gaps, and final decision.

02 Raw Newsletter Clicks Unmodified export from newsletter or platform tracking.

03 Validation Results Gross, valid, invalid, reason codes, and validation source.

04 Affiliate Clicks Affiliate platform click export with IDs and sub-IDs.

05 Analytics Sessions GA4 or site analytics by campaign, source, medium, date, URL, and session count.

06 Conversions Tracked, pending, approved, rejected, revenue, and rejection reason.

07 Join Results Matched, unmatched, duplicate, or conflicting rows.

08 Reason Codes Definitions and counts by reason.

09 Publisher View Counts and final payable/creditable amount by publisher.

10 Client Narrative Plain-English explanation and next steps.

Do not overwrite raw tabs Raw exports should remain unchanged. All cleaning, matching, and exclusion logic
should happen in separate tabs or columns so the reconciliation can be audited later.
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SECTION 11

PAYMENT AND REPORTING RULES

How to translate discrepancy findings into fair advertiser and publisher
decisions.
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11. Publisher payout and advertiser reporting rules
Click discrepancies become most sensitive when they affect money. The reporting and payout policy should be decided
before the campaign, not after a dispute starts. Every party should know whether payment is based on gross clicks,
validated clicks, affiliate clicks, approved conversions, or another agreed metric.

Recommended source-of-truth hierarchy
Question Recommended source of truth

Did the newsletter send occur? Publisher proof, send log, placement record.

How many gross clicks were generated? Newsletter platform or campaign tracking layer.

How many clicks are eligible for performance evaluation? Validation provider or agreed filtering rules.

How many affiliate clicks were recognized? Affiliate platform export.

How many landing sessions occurred? Advertiser analytics, with UTM and session rules documented.

How many conversions are payable? Affiliate network or advertiser-approved conversion report.

How much should publisher be paid? Contract terms plus validation and reconciliation policy.

Reporting rules by payment model
Model What can go wrong Recommended protection

CPC Gross click inflation can overpay if scanners or invalid traffic are
counted.

Base payout on validated clicks or explicitly define
exclusions.

Flat fee Advertiser may challenge performance after delivery even if buy
was not click-guaranteed.

Report validated clicks and downstream metrics, but
payment follows delivery terms unless makegood rules
apply.

CPA/affiliate Publisher may drive clicks but lose credit to attribution rules. Clarify attribution window, dedupe, approval, and
reversal terms.

Hybrid Confusion over which metric determines base vs bonus. Separate guaranteed fee, click target, and conversion
bonus logic.

When to credit or make good
- Credit when a platform, trafficking, or link setup issue materially prevented tracking or delivery.

- Do not automatically credit for expected metric differences between newsletter clicks and sessions.

- Do not pay on traffic classified as invalid under the agreed validation policy.

- Use makegoods when the publisher delivered to the wrong URL, wrong creative, wrong date, wrong audience, or materially
wrong placement.

- Use advertiser education when the discrepancy is expected and supported by clean documentation.

- Use a dispute review when data is inconclusive and the financial impact is material.
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Advertiser-facing explanation framework
A strong advertiser explanation should be direct, evidence-based, and non-defensive. It should avoid jargon unless each
term is defined. Use this structure:

Part What to say

1. Define the difference The newsletter platform, affiliate platform, and analytics platform measure different points in the click path.

2. Show the funnel List gross clicks, validated clicks, affiliate clicks, sessions, conversions, and approvals.

3. Identify the largest
gap

Call out the layer where the most material difference occurred.

4. Explain the reason Use reason codes such as scanner activity, parameter loss, attribution window, or validation exclusion.

5. State the decision Clarify what counts for reporting, payout, credit, or renewal.

6. Prevent recurrence List link QA, UTM, tracking, validation, or reporting changes for the next campaign.

Publisher-facing explanation framework
For publishers, the key is to avoid implying wrongdoing when the issue may be security scanning or setup-related. Use
specific evidence and connect it to the payout policy.

- State which traffic is supported for payout or performance evaluation.

- Separate invalid traffic from unresolved traffic.

- Provide the reason codes and counts by send or placement.

- If traffic was removed due to link scanning, clarify that this is non-human eligibility filtering, not an accusation of intentional
inflation.

- If publisher-side trafficking caused the issue, identify the exact link, date, and correction needed.
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SECTION 12

DASHBOARDS AND TEMPLATES

Operating tools your team can copy into reporting and QA.



MEDIA INTERCEPT | AFFILIATE CLICK TRACKING DISCREPANCIES

37Newsletter Advertising Guides

12. Dashboards, templates, and operating checklists
The best reconciliation process is repeatable. The following templates can be converted into a spreadsheet, Airtable table,
platform dashboard, or client reporting section.

Dashboard modules
Module Fields to show Why it matters

Top-line funnel Gross clicks, validated clicks, affiliate clicks, sessions,
conversions, approved conversions

Shows the full chain.

Publisher table Publisher, send date, rate type, gross, valid, affiliate,
sessions, conversions

Makes partner comparison clear.

Discrepancy layer Largest gap layer, gap percent, reason code, status Directs investigation.

Validation detail Invalid count, scanner count, proxy/VPN count, duplicate
count, unresolved

Avoids black-box exclusions.

UTM health Missing UTM rate, overwritten UTM, direct/unassigned
sessions

Catches preventable setup issues.

Conversion status Tracked, pending, approved, rejected, reversal reason Separates activity from payable outcomes.

Action log Owner, issue, fix, due date, next-campaign prevention Turns findings into operational improvement.

Pre-send tracking brief
Field Example / instruction

Advertiser Brand or offer name.

Publisher Newsletter name and placement.

Run date Date and time zone.

Format Sponsorship, dedicated email, text link, banner, solo send.

Approved destination Final landing URL.

Affiliate URL Network link with affiliate ID and offer ID.

Click ID / sub-ID fields Exact parameter names and expected values.

UTM naming Source, medium, campaign, content, term.

Conversion event Lead, purchase, signup, application, trial, etc.

Validation policy Gross vs eligible clicks and exclusions.

Payout metric Flat fee, CPC validated clicks, CPA approved conversions, hybrid.
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Pre-send QA checklist
- Open the proof email in at least two desktop inboxes and one mobile inbox.

- Click every tracked link from the proof, not from a copied URL in a browser.

- Confirm the newsletter tracking layer records the click once.

- Confirm the affiliate platform records the click with the expected publisher/campaign/sub-ID values.

- Confirm the final landing page preserves UTMs and click IDs after every redirect.

- Confirm the landing page loads without error and analytics fires when consent rules allow.

- Complete a test conversion if the advertiser permits it and verify postback/pixel capture.

- Take screenshots or export logs for the test click path.

- Lock links after final approval and require change control for any updates.

- Record the time zone used by every reporting platform.

Post-send monitoring checklist
- Check first-hour click volume and time-to-click distribution.

- Look for unusual immediate clicks, all-link click sequences, or security scanner clusters.

- Compare gross clicks to affiliate clicks after enough time for processing delays.

- Check landing sessions and direct/unassigned traffic that could indicate UTM loss.

- Segment by publisher, link, device, geography, and user agent.

- Flag material differences before final billing or payout decisions.

- Annotate any link, platform, or landing page incident in the campaign record.

Final reconciliation checklist
- Raw data exports saved and time-stamped.

- Time zones normalized.

- Gross, valid, affiliate, session, conversion, and approved conversion counts documented.

- Every removed click assigned a reason code.

- Unresolved traffic separated from excluded traffic.

- Financial impact calculated by publisher and advertiser.

- Narrative summary written in plain English.

- Next-campaign fixes assigned to owners.
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Sample reporting language
Use this style of language in a client-facing report:

The campaign produced 4,820 gross newsletter clicks. After validation, 4,110 clicks were classified as eligible for
performance reporting. The affiliate platform recorded 3,760 clicks, resulting in a 91.5 percent affiliate capture
rate against validated clicks. The remaining gap was primarily associated with link-scanner patterns and a
smaller number of clicks where the affiliate redirect did not capture a click ID. GA4 recorded 3,090 attributed
sessions, which is directionally consistent with expected click-to-session loss from repeat clicks, consent
behavior, and page-load/session definitions. For the next campaign, we recommend locking the affiliate URL
earlier, preserving click IDs through the final redirect, and adding a first-hour scanner review to the launch
process.

Sample internal issue log
Issue Owner Severity Fix Due

Affiliate click ID not present on
mobile redirect

Ad Ops High Update mobile redirect rule to preserve query string Before next
send

Fast-click scanner cluster from
enterprise domains

Measurement Medium Create scanner reason code and validation filter This week

UTM content value inconsistent
across publishers

Campaign Ops Medium Create naming dropdown in trafficking sheet Next build

Conversions pending without
rejection reason

Client Success High Request status export with reason codes from
advertiser

48 hours
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SECTION 13

DIAGNOSTIC PLAYBOOKS

Symptom-based investigation paths for the issues teams see most often.



MEDIA INTERCEPT | AFFILIATE CLICK TRACKING DISCREPANCIES

41Newsletter Advertising Guides

13. Diagnostic playbooks by symptom
A discrepancy investigation should start with the symptom. The wrong starting point wastes time. If affiliate clicks are
missing, do not begin with creative performance. If sessions are missing, do not begin with publisher quality. If approved
conversions are missing, do not begin with gross clicks. Use the symptom to choose the right investigation path.

Symptom Most likely layer Primary tests Likely fix

Gross clicks high, validated
clicks low

Validation / traffic quality Time-to-click, link sequence, IP/ASN, user
agent, duplicate behavior

Filter scanner/bot patterns
and document reason
codes.

Validated clicks normal, affiliate
clicks low

Affiliate redirect / parameters Final URL, click ID, affiliate ID, redirects,
network click logs

Repair URL chain and
preserve affiliate identifiers.

Affiliate clicks normal, GA
sessions low

Landing page / analytics GA4 realtime, page load, consent, tag manager,
script blocking, redirects

Fix page tracking, consent
implementation, or landing
URL.

Sessions normal, conversions
low

Offer / audience / landing
experience

Creative promise, landing match, form friction,
offer eligibility, device UX

Improve message match,
offer clarity, page speed,
and conversion path.

Conversions tracked, affiliate
approvals low

Affiliate approval / dedupe Rejection reasons, attribution window, duplicate
rules, cancellation/reversal status

Request status export and
align approval criteria
before renewal.

Clicks spike immediately after
send

Security scanning Click timing histogram, all-link sequence,
corporate domains, no downstream sessions

Separate scanner activity
from eligible clicks.

One publisher has extreme
variance

Publisher quality or
implementation

Compare link placement, audience source, send
time, click timing, validation rate

Audit publisher-specific
inventory and traffic
patterns.

One advertiser has recurring
gaps across publishers

Advertiser landing/tracking
stack

Redirects, cookies, consent, affiliate network
settings, site analytics

Fix advertiser-side tracking
before blaming publisher
sources.

The playbook approach helps prevent teams from turning every discrepancy into a partner dispute. A publisher-level
problem, advertiser-level problem, affiliate-network problem, and analytics problem can look similar from a top-line
dashboard. The layer view makes the difference visible.
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Symptom 1: newsletter clicks are high but affiliate clicks are low
This is one of the highest-priority discrepancies because it can make a campaign look strong in newsletter reporting but
weak in affiliate reporting. The first assumption should be a link-chain issue, not poor audience quality. The investigation
should follow the path from newsletter tracking redirect to affiliate endpoint to final landing page.

- Pull a sample of live tracked URLs from the actual sent email, not from the trafficking sheet.

- Click the links from a real inbox and record every redirect in sequence.

- Confirm the affiliate platform receives the click with the correct affiliate ID, offer ID, campaign ID, and sub-ID.

- Check whether a destination change, link shortener, server redirect, or app/deep link is stripping parameters.

- Compare affected clicks by device, browser, publisher, and link position.

- If the gap is isolated to one link, treat it as a trafficking issue. If it is across all links and publishers, treat it as advertiser or
network setup.

Symptom 2: affiliate clicks are high but sessions are low
This usually means the affiliate network recognized the click but the advertiser's analytics platform did not count the same
volume as sessions. That can happen even when the click was real. Sessions depend on page load, JavaScript execution,
consent, session rules, and analytics configuration. A click that lands on the page but blocks analytics may exist in the
affiliate system but not in GA4.

- Compare affiliate clicks to server logs if available, not only analytics sessions.

- Use GA4 realtime or DebugView to confirm test clicks create sessions under the expected source/medium/campaign.

- Check direct/unassigned traffic for the same period to detect UTM loss.

- Inspect consent behavior and tag firing rules for first-time visitors.

- Segment by browser, OS, mobile app webview, and country to identify privacy or consent patterns.
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Symptom 3: conversions exist but affiliate platform does not approve them
This is often an attribution or eligibility problem rather than a click problem. The advertiser may have a conversion in CRM,
the analytics platform may show a lead, but the affiliate platform may reject it because the affiliate click ID was not present,
another channel won attribution, the user converted outside the window, or the lead failed approval rules.

- Request a conversion status export that includes tracked, pending, approved, rejected, and reversal reasons.

- Confirm whether the conversion carried the affiliate click ID into the form, checkout, CRM, or postback.

- Review dedupe hierarchy: paid search, organic, direct, retargeting, influencer, affiliate, and newsletter may compete for
credit.

- Check whether the offer was capped, paused, or restricted by geography/device during the campaign window.

- Separate tracking failure from lead-quality rejection. They require different fixes.

Symptom 4: one publisher generates extreme invalid rates
Publisher-level anomalies need careful handling. A high invalid rate may reflect list composition, enterprise domains,
security scanners, resend behavior, or a true traffic quality issue. Do not accuse the publisher before the pattern is
classified.

- Compare the publisher's invalid rate to its own historical baseline, not only to other publishers.

- Segment by recipient domain if available; B2B-heavy lists can show more security scanning.

- Look at time-to-click curves: human engagement spreads over time; scanner activity clusters early.

- Inspect click-to-session and click-to-conversion behavior after exclusions.

- Ask whether the publisher changed acquisition sources, send cadence, list segment, placement position, or link handling.
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SECTION 14

SCENARIO WALKTHROUGHS

Six realistic examples showing how to interpret and resolve mismatches.
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14. Scenario walkthroughs
The following scenarios are designed to help teams practice the layer-by-layer method. They are not meant to replace
raw-data analysis, but they illustrate how the same top-line complaint can have very different causes.

Scenario Observed pattern Likely conclusion

Enterprise SaaS campaign High gross clicks, low sessions, most extra clicks within 45
seconds of send, many corporate domains

Scanner inflation is likely. Use validated clicks
and separate scanner clicks from human activity.

Consumer offer campaign Validated clicks normal, affiliate clicks 60 percent below
expected, no issue in GA direct sessions

Affiliate redirect or parameter loss. Investigate
URL chain and click ID persistence.

Finance lead campaign Affiliate clicks strong, sessions strong, conversions tracked, but
approvals are low after two weeks

Advertiser lead approval and reversal rules are
driving the gap. Request rejection reasons.

Mobile-heavy newsletter Affiliate clicks high, sessions lower on iOS, conversions happen
later on desktop

Cross-device and privacy behavior may affect
attribution. Improve CRM matching and
server-side postbacks.

Publisher anomaly One publisher has a 45 percent invalid rate while similar
publishers are under 15 percent

Publisher-specific review required. Check send
segment, traffic source, scanner concentration,
and click behavior.

Landing-page incident All publishers show affiliate clicks but sessions collapse on one
date

Advertiser landing page, tag manager, consent,
or outage issue. Treat as advertiser-side incident.

Scenario A: B2B security scanning
A B2B advertiser runs in three newsletters. The gross click report looks excellent in the first 10 minutes, but GA4 shows
very little session activity. Raw clicks show repeated activity from corporate networks, multiple links clicked in sequence,
and no meaningful page engagement.

Recommended response Classify the early cluster as scanner-likely if it matches the validation policy. Report
gross clicks and validated clicks separately. Do not treat the early cluster as qualified
buyer intent. For the next campaign, add first-hour scanner monitoring and compare
validated clicks by recipient domain.

Scenario B: dropped affiliate ID
A live send used a URL that looked correct in the proof, but the live link redirected through a destination page that stripped
the affiliate ID. Newsletter clicks and sessions were real, but the affiliate network captured only a small share of clicks.

Recommended response Treat this as a setup failure. Build a timeline, identify when the live URL changed, and
clarify whether payout should be based on validated newsletter clicks, affiliate
captures, or contract terms. Add a live-link verification step after deployment.

Scenario C: GA4 undercounts sessions
Affiliate clicks are within the expected range, but GA4 sessions are 35 percent lower. Testing shows the landing page
requires consent before analytics fires, and a large share of users do not accept tracking.

Recommended response Do not use GA4 sessions as the sole click validation source. Use affiliate clicks, server
logs, and conversion events to triangulate. Document consent-related session loss in
reporting.
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Scenario D: affiliate conversion reversal
The campaign drives leads, but many are reversed after advertiser review. The buyer wants to claim the publisher traffic
was invalid, but rejection reasons show duplicate submissions and ineligible geography.

Recommended response Separate conversion-quality rejection from click validity. If clicks were valid but leads
failed advertiser criteria, optimization should focus on audience targeting, offer copy,
and eligibility disclosure, not raw click removal.
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SECTION 15

ADVANCED DATA DICTIONARY

Fields and calculations for a serious reconciliation workbook.
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15. Advanced data dictionary
A strong reconciliation workbook is only as good as its fields. The more standardized the data, the faster the team can
diagnose gaps without rebuilding logic every time. The fields below are designed for a newsletter advertising platform,
agency operations team, or publisher network managing multiple advertisers and publishers.

Field Type Definition / usage

send_id string Unique newsletter issue or dedicated email send identifier.

placement_id string Unique sponsored placement or creative instance.

run_datetime_utc datetime Normalized send timestamp in UTC.

publisher_timezone string Publisher local time zone for reporting interpretation.

creative_version string Creative or offer version used in the send.

link_position string Top sponsorship, mid-article, footer, button, text link, image.

click_id string Unique click identifier at newsletter or affiliate layer.

affiliate_subid string Sub-ID used to map publisher, placement, or creative.

Field Type Definition / usage

redirect_count integer Number of redirects between email click and landing page.

query_preserved boolean Whether UTMs and click IDs survived the full redirect chain.

time_to_click_seconds integer Click timestamp minus send or delivery timestamp.

is_scanner_candidate boolean Preliminary flag from scanner pattern rules.

validation_status enum valid, invalid, excluded, unresolved, manual_review.

reason_code enum Standard exclusion or investigation reason.

affiliate_click_matched boolean Whether newsletter click found matching affiliate click.

session_matched boolean Whether click associated with an analytics session at aggregate or record level.

conversion_status enum none, tracked, pending, approved, rejected, reversed.
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Suggested calculated fields
Calculated field Formula / logic Purpose

valid_click_rate valid_clicks / gross_clicks Quality-adjusted click rate.

affiliate_capture_rate affiliate_clicks / validated_clicks Affiliate tracking health.

session_capture_rate sessions / affiliate_clicks Landing analytics health.

conversion_rate_valid conversions / validated_clicks Performance against quality-adjusted traffic.

approval_rate approved_conversions / tracked_conversions Advertiser/network approval health.

scanner_share scanner_flagged_clicks / gross_clicks Enterprise security impact.

unresolved_share unresolved_clicks / gross_clicks Manual review burden.

expected_loss_range historical median +/- tolerance Detects outliers against baseline.

Data retention and privacy
Reconciliation often requires sensitive logs such as IP address, user agent, timestamp, and click identifiers. Teams should
follow their own privacy policies and contracts. Where possible, use hashed identifiers, aggregated views, or
limited-retention exports. The goal is to diagnose quality and attribution without over-collecting personal data.

A practical policy is to keep raw logs only as long as needed for billing, reconciliation, dispute resolution, and audit, then
store aggregated outcomes and reason-code summaries for future benchmarks. If advertisers, publishers, or validation
partners share data, the contract should state what fields are permitted, how long data is retained, and which party may
use it for validation.
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SECTION 16

OPERATIONAL ROLLOUT

How to turn this guide into a repeatable internal process.
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16. Operational rollout plan
The fastest way to improve reconciliation is to move the work upstream. Teams that wait until the advertiser disputes a
report are forced into a defensive cleanup process. Teams that standardize tracking before launch can explain
discrepancies in hours instead of days.

Phase Focus Deliverables

Week 1 Tracking standards UTM naming rules, click ID rules, affiliate parameter checklist, link lock process.

Week 2 QA process Proof-click checklist, live-link test, redirect inspection, conversion test log.

Week 3 Validation policy Reason codes, scanner signals, duplicate rules, manual review criteria.

Week 4 Reporting templates Funnel table, discrepancy summary, publisher table, advertiser narrative.

Month 2 Dashboarding Automated imports, layer ratios, anomaly alerts, publisher baselines.

Month 3 Governance Contract language, payout policy, credit rules, escalation process.

Owner model
Owner Responsibilities

Ad Operations Build tracking links, proof creatives, test redirects, maintain campaign IDs, lock approved links.

Measurement / Analytics Define UTMs, monitor sessions, inspect tracking gaps, maintain validation logic.

Client Success Explain discrepancies, manage advertiser expectations, request missing data, deliver final reports.

Publisher Success Communicate with publishers, explain exclusions, collect proof and send data, resolve implementation
issues.

Finance Apply payout rules, hold disputed amounts when necessary, document credits and makegoods.

Leadership Approve policy changes, escalation decisions, and contract language.

Best practice Each campaign should have one measurement owner. Shared responsibility often
becomes no responsibility when a discrepancy appears after the send.
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Contract and IO language to consider
The goal of contract language is not to make the document overly legal. It is to prevent ambiguity. The IO or terms should
define what counts for reporting and payment, how invalid traffic is handled, when discrepancies are reviewed, and what
data is required from each party.

- Define whether CPC billing is based on gross clicks, validated clicks, or platform-recorded clicks.

- Define the validation provider or validation methodology if exclusions can affect payment.

- State that automated, non-human, duplicate, or invalid traffic may be excluded from payable totals when supported by
evidence.

- State the reporting lock period, such as final reconciliation after a defined number of days.

- Define what happens if an approved tracking URL is changed after final proof.

- Define data-sharing requirements for advertiser-side affiliate clicks, sessions, conversions, and rejection reasons.

- Define makegood eligibility for link errors, wrong creative, wrong send date, or material delivery failures.

Leadership dashboard questions
- Which publishers consistently produce high validated click rates and downstream engagement?

- Which advertisers consistently have tracking or approval gaps across otherwise strong publishers?

- Which campaign formats create the largest click-to-session loss?

- Which categories show the most scanner activity?

- How often are disputes caused by setup issues versus traffic quality?

- How much revenue or payout is held due to unresolved discrepancies?

- Which operational fixes would reduce reconciliation time the most?
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SECTION 17

GLOSSARY AND SOURCE NOTES

Definitions and research references for measurement, privacy, and
compliance.
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13. Glossary
Term Definition

Affiliate click A click recognized by the affiliate platform after tracking endpoint load and parameter capture.

Click ID A unique identifier passed through the click path so a conversion can be tied back to the click.

Deduplication The process of counting one event out of multiple similar events according to defined rules.

GIVT General invalid traffic identified through routine or list-based filtration, such as known bots or non-browser user
agents.

SIVT Sophisticated invalid traffic that requires advanced analytics or human analysis to identify.

Gross click All recorded clicks before validation or exclusion.

Validated click A click that passes agreed traffic-quality and eligibility filters.

Session An analytics-defined visit or interaction period on a site, not the same as a click.

UTM Campaign URL parameter used to identify traffic source, medium, campaign, content, and term.

Safe Links Microsoft Defender feature that scans and rewrites links and verifies them at time of click.

Link scanner Security system that inspects links in email and may create click-like events.

Postback Server-side method of sending conversion data back to an affiliate or measurement platform.

Attribution window The time period after a click during which a conversion can be credited to that click.

Reversal A conversion that was tracked but later rejected, canceled, duplicated, or made non-payable.
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Source notes
These source notes informed the measurement, privacy, traffic validation, and compliance recommendations in this guide.
They are included for research context and should not be treated as legal advice.

Topic Source

Media Intercept affiliate
discrepancy framing

Media Intercept, Affiliate Click Tracking Discrepancies: Why Newsletter Clicks Do Not Match Affiliate Platform,
mediaintercept.com/post/affiliate-click-tracking-discrepancies

GA campaign URL
parameters

Google Analytics Help, Collect campaign data with custom URLs, support.google.com/analytics/answer/10917952

Clicks vs sessions Google Ads Help, Clicks and Sessions Discrepancy for Google Ads and Analytics,
support.google.com/google-ads/answer/14452452

Click measurement Interactive Advertising Bureau Click Measurement Guidelines, Version 1.0, 2009,
mediaratingcouncil.org/sites/default/files/Standards/click-measurement-guidelines2009-2.pdf

Invalid traffic standards Media Rating Council, Invalid Traffic Detection and Filtration Standards Addendum, 2020,
mediaratingcouncil.org/sites/default/files/Standards/IVT%20Addendum%20Update%20062520.pdf

Data cleansing and IVT
filtering

IAB/MRC Retail Media Measurement Guidelines, January 2024,
iab.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/IAB_Retail_Media_Measurement_Guidelines_January2024.pdf

Apple Mail Privacy Protection Constant Contact, Apple Mail Privacy Protection for Email Marketing,
constantcontact.com/blog/apple-mail-privacy-protection-for-email-marketing

Security link rewriting Microsoft Learn, Safe Links in Microsoft Defender for Office 365,
learn.microsoft.com/en-us/defender-office-365/safe-links-about

Unwanted security clicks Barracuda documentation, Unwanted Link Clicks,
documentation.campus.barracuda.com/wiki/display/SEN/Unwanted%2BLink%2BClicks

Native advertising disclosure Federal Trade Commission, Native Advertising: A Guide for Businesses,
ftc.gov/business-guidance/resources/native-advertising-guide-businesses

Commercial email
requirements

Federal Trade Commission, CAN-SPAM Act: A Compliance Guide for Business,
ftc.gov/business-guidance/resources/can-spam-act-compliance-guide-business

Research interpretation
The practical implication across these sources is consistent: marketers need to identify the measurement point, preserve
campaign parameters, filter invalid or non-human activity, and avoid treating dissimilar metrics as interchangeable. For
newsletter advertising, that means gross newsletter clicks should be connected to validated clicks, affiliate clicks, sessions,
conversions, and approved outcomes through a clear chain of evidence.
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Final operator checklist
Before a newsletter affiliate campaign is called successful, underperforming, disputed, or payable, confirm the following:

Item Complete

Tracking links were tested from proof email, not only browser-pasted URLs.

UTMs and click IDs persisted through every redirect.

Affiliate platform captured test clicks with correct publisher and campaign IDs.

Analytics session and conversion events were tested.

Gross clicks, validated clicks, affiliate clicks, sessions, conversions, and approvals were separated.

Time zones and reporting windows were normalized.

Scanner and IVT signals were reviewed before removing clicks.

Every excluded click bucket has a reason code.

Unresolved clicks were not mixed with invalid clicks.

The final report explains the largest gap layer and recommended next step.

Final takeaway Good measurement does not make every system agree. Good measurement makes
the disagreement explainable, repeatable, and actionable.

MEDIA INTERCEPT
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