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(57) ABSTRACT 

A method of affiliate marketing provides inbound affiliate 
link credit without coded URLs. Affiliate web sites link 
directly to merchant web sites, so that all of a merchant site's 
affiliates potentially contribute to its inbound link credit. The 
merchant web server parses incoming web page requests, and 
extracts the referrer. The merchant web server, directly or via 
an affiliate network manager, consults a database of affiliate 
web sites to determine whether the referrer is an authorized 
affiliate. If so, the affiliate is credited for the traffic, and may 
additionally be credited for user activity at the merchant site. 
The affiliate network manager writes a cookie to the user 
terminal to further track the user through the affiliate network. 
The method reduces or eliminates cookie hijacking and other 
forms of affiliate fraud, and may be used to track non-affiliate 
referring web sites. 
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AFFILATE MARKETING METHOD THAT 
PROVIDES INBOUND AIFFLATE LINK 
CREDIT WITHOUT CODED URLS 

0001. This application is a continuation of U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 1 1/210,333, titled “Affiliate Marketing 
Method That Provides Inbound Affiliate Link Credit Without 
Coded URLs, filed Aug. 24, 2005, issued as U.S. Pat. No. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

0002 The present invention relates generally to the Inter 
net, and in particular to an affiliate network marketing method 
that potentially increases merchant site inbound link credits 
with organic search engines. 

BACKGROUND 

0003 U.S. retail sales over the Internet are expected to 
reach S230 billion by 2008, a level that will represent approxi 
mately 10% of total U.S. retail sales. As with any other 
channel, merchants need to drive these retail sales with adver 
tising. One form of advertising unique to the Internet (spe 
cifically, to the World Wide Web) is affiliate marketing. An 
affiliate web site is a web site that experiences a high number 
of “hits” or visits by web users (also referred to herein as web 
traffic) that monetizes this traffic by providing hyperlinks to a 
merchant web site. The links may be in the form of banner 
advertisements, links embedded in the affiliate web site intext 
or graphics, pop-up windows that appear in a user's browser 
upon viewing the affiliate web site, and the like. 
0004. The merchant web site may pay the affiliate web site 
for displaying advertisements, and may additionally pay the 
affiliate web site for web traffic directed from the affiliate web 
site to the merchant web site. The most common forms of 
affiliate marketing compensation are Pay Per Click (PPC), 
wherein the merchant pays the affiliate for each user visit to its 
site: Pay Per Lead (PPL), wherein the merchant pays if the 
user requests information or views additional web pages at 
the merchant site; or Pay Per Sale (PPS), where the affiliate is 
paid a flat fee or commission based on purchases a user makes 
at the merchant site. Merchant web sites may manage their 
own affiliate web sites, including recruiting affiliates, provid 
ing the code to display advertisements and establish links to 
the merchant web site, tracking user traffic from each affiliate 
web site and user activity on the merchant web site, and 
remitting payments to the affiliate web sites. 
0005. Alternatively, both merchant and affiliate web sites 
may utilize the services of an affiliate network manager. The 
affiliate network manager may selectively and dynamically 
direct each affiliate web site to display advertising for, and 
link to, various merchant web sites. Within an affiliate net 
work, merchant web sites may competitively “bid for adver 
tising and links on the affiliate web sites by making their 
offers more attractive to affiliates. This process allows mer 
chant web sites to maximize traffic and/or sales by gaining top 
affiliates. It also maximizes revenue for popular affiliate web 
sites and those that consistently deliver paying customers. 
0006 FIG. 1 depicts a functional block diagram of a rep 
resentative prior art affiliate network, indicated generally by 
the numeral 10 (in FIGS. 1 and 2, user redirection is indicated 
by Solid arrows; reading and writing cookies or passing other 
information is indicated by dotted-line arrows). The network 
10 comprises an Affiliate Network Manager site 22, a plural 
ity of Affiliate Web Sites 18, and a plurality of Merchant Web 
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Sites 28 (only one affiliate and one merchant web site 
depicted in FIG. 1 for simplicity), all interconnected via the 
Internet 12. A user at a user terminal 14, Such as an Internet 
connected personal computer executing web browser Soft 
ware, visits an Affiliate Web Site 18, as indicated by the arrow 
16. The user may have directly entered the Uniform Resource 
Locater (URL) of the affiliate web site 18 into his web 
browser. Alternatively, the user may have “surfed to the 
Affiliate Web Site 18, such as by clicking a link from another 
web site, a search engine, or the like. At the Affiliate Web Site 
18, the user is enticed to visita Merchant Web Site 28, such as 
by an advertisement, a discount coupon, a positive review of 
the site or products for sale at the site, or the like. The user 
clicks a textual or graphic link, which he expects will direct 
his web browser to the Merchant Web Site 28. 

0007. In fact, the link, or URL which the user never 
actually sees—directs his web browser to an Affiliate Net 
work Manager site 22, as indicated by the arrow 20. The URL 
that accomplishes this may be of the form: 

0008 http://www.affiliatemanager.com/affiliatesite. 
php?id=0596 

0009. As known in the art, a variety of variables and cor 
responding values may be appended to a URL to the right of 
a "?' character. These are known as a query string. Query 
string contents do not affect the routing function of a web 
browser, but pass information to the web server of the target 
of the URL. The above URL directs the users web browser to 
the Affiliate Network Manager site 22, with an identification 
of the Affiliate Web Site 18, and possibly other information in 
a query string. 
0010. Upon the user's web browser accessing the Affiliate 
Network Manager site 22, the site 22 attempts to read a 
pre-existing file from the User Terminal 14 that identifies the 
user, known in the art as a “cookie.” If a cookie does not exist, 
the Affiliate Network Manager site 22 creates one and sends 
a request to the users web browser to write the cookie as a file 
on the user terminal 14 (referred to hereinafter as simply 
writing a cookie). This is indicated by the dashed-line arrow 
24. The cookie allows the affiliate Network Manager Site 22 
to identify, and hence track, the user as he visits various 
Affiliate Web Sites 18 and Merchant Web Sites 28 in the 
affiliate network. The Affiliate Network Manager site 22 
records which Affiliate Web Site 18 originated the merchant 
traffic and to which Merchant Web Site 28 the user was 
directed. The Affiliate Network Manager 22 then debits the 
Merchant Web Site 28 for the referral (in a PPC scheme), and 
credits the Affiliate Web Site 18. 

(0011. The Affiliate Network Manager site 22 then directs 
the user's browser, as indicated by arrow 26, to the Merchant 
Web Site 28. The user, unaware of the intervention of the 
Affiliate Network Manager site 22, browses good and ser 
vices offered for sale at the Merchant Web Site 28. The 
Merchant Web Site 28 may itself write and read cookies to 
and from the user's terminal 14, as indicated by the dashed 
line arrow 30, to track the user's activity at the Merchant Web 
Site 28. For example, the Merchant Web Site 28 may use 
cookies to track items selected for purchase and maintained in 
a virtual shopping cart. The Merchant Web Site 28 may report 
page requests and purchases made by the user to the Affiliate 
Network Manager 22, if the Affiliate Web Site 18 is compen 
sated on a PPL or PPS basis. The Affiliate Network Manager 
22 then credits the Affiliate Web Site 18 and debits the Mer 
chant Web Site 28 accordingly. 
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0012. The advent of affiliate network managers has greatly 
expanded the affiliate network model of Internet advertising 
and sales. However, the imposition of an Affiliate Network 
Manager Site 32 in the referral of web traffic from an Affiliate 
Web Site 18 to a Merchant Web Site 28 raises at least one 
significant shortcoming. In addition to affiliate network mar 
keting, web merchants Solicit customers from other sources. 
One particularly important source of web traffic is search 
engines. As well known in the art, search engines are web 
sites that maintain databases of other web sites, and present to 
a user an ordered list of web sites matching or otherwise 
having relevance to a user's search query. Search engines may 
return thousands of web sites in response to a given query, and 
must order these results prior to presenting them to the user. 
Studies have shown that users typically access only the first 
few web sites in the list; hence, achieving a high ranking in 
search result ordering is critical for deriving web traffic from 
Search engines. 
0013. A number of techniques may be utilized to order 
search results by anticipated user relevance. Indeed, the algo 
rithms and techniques utilized to order search results are 
among the most valuable intellectual property assets of com 
mercial search engine companies. One search result ranking 
technique that is widely speculated as being employed by 
popular search engines is known as an inbound link credit. 
Simply stated, an inbound link credit is a count of the number 
of web pages cataloged in a search engine database that link 
to a particular web site. Web sites with a higher inbound link 
credit will be sorted higher in search results listings, on the 
theory that a web site to which many other web sites have 
linked, likely offers content of perceived value, and hence the 
search engine user is likely to find the site of value as well. 
0014 Referring again to FIG. 1, it is evident that a large 
number of Affiliate Web Sites 18 may direct user traffic to a 
given Merchant Web Site 28. However, the links that accom 
plish this are indirect; they link directly to the Affiliate Net 
work Manager site 22. These links are not counted in the 
inbound link credit of the Merchant Web Site 28. If all Affili 
ate Web Sites 18 were able to link directly to Merchant Web 
Sites 28, the Merchant Web Sites 28 may be ranked higher in 
search engine queries, further increasing user traffic to the 
Merchant Web Sites 28 and increasing sales opportunities. 
Another recent problem with many affiliate marketing net 
works is an unscrupulous practice known as “cookie hijack 
ing.” Affiliates attempting to receive credit for traffic right 
fully belonging to another affiliate may use adware or 
spyware to alter key identifying information in the URL on 
other Affiliate Web Sites 18 that take a user to a Merchant Web 
Site 28 (indirectly, through the Affiliate Network Manager 
site 22). For example, the adware or spyware may substitute 
the unscrupulous affiliate’s identification code in the query 
string for that of the rightful affiliate. In this manner, the 
unscrupulous affiliate receives credit for all traffic originating 
at the “hacked’ Affiliate Web Sites 18. 

SUMMARY 

0015. According to one or more embodiments of the 
present invention, a method of affiliate marketing increases 
the inbound link credit of merchant web sites. Affiliate web 
sites link directly to merchant web sites, so that all of a 
merchant site's affiliates contribute to its inbound link credit. 
The merchant web server parses incoming web page requests, 
and extracts the referrer. The merchant web server, directly or 
via an affiliate network manager, consults a database of affili 
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ate web sites to determine whether the referrer is an autho 
rized affiliate. If so, the affiliate is credited for the traffic, and 
may additionally be credited for user activity at the merchant 
site, such as web page requests and purchases. The affiliate 
network manager writes a cookie to the user terminal to 
further track the user through the affiliate network. Since the 
referring affiliate web site is directly identified—that is, the 
affiliate network manager does not depend on an ID code to 
identify it—cookie hijacking is virtually eliminated. 
0016. In one embodiment, the present invention relates to 
a method of detecting an affiliate site referring web traffic to 
a merchant web site by the merchant web server. A web site 
request from a user is received by a merchant web server. A 
referrer is extracted from the request. An affiliate database is 
accessed to determine if the referrer is an authorized affiliate 
for the merchant. If the referrer is an authorized affiliate, 
information regarding user activity is provided. Such that the 
affiliate is credited for referring the user to the merchant site. 
0017. In another embodiment, the present invention 
relates to a method of managing an affiliate network. One or 
more affiliate web sites are directed to provide a link to a 
merchant web site, with the link transferring a user directly 
from the affiliate web site to the merchant web site. Notice of 
a web page request, and the referrer of the request is received 
at an affiliate network manager site, from the merchant web 
site. Whether the source domain is one of the affiliate web 
sites directed to provide a link to the merchant web site is 
determined. If the referrer was directed to provide a link to the 
merchant web site, the affiliate web site is credited for the 
request. 
0018. In another embodiment, the present invention 
relates to a method of reducing cookie hijacking in an affiliate 
marketing network. A plurality of affiliate web sites are 
directed to provide a link to one or more merchant web sites, 
the link transferring a user directly from the affiliate web site 
to the merchant web site. Notice of a web page request and the 
referrer of the request is received at an affiliate network man 
ager site, from the merchant web site. The referring web site 
responsible for directing traffic to the merchant web site is 
identified from the referrer received from the merchant web 
site. If the referring web site is an authorized affiliate web site 
in the network, the affiliate is credited for the request. 
0019. In another embodiment, the present invention 
relates to a web server on a merchant web site. The web server 
includes a data communication interface to the Internet 
operative to receive web page requests and to serve web pages 
in response thereto. The web server additionally includes a 
processor coupled to the data communication interface opera 
tive to extract the referrer from a web page request, and to 
access an affiliate database to determine if the referrer is an 
authorized affiliate for the merchant. The processor is further 
operative to provide information regarding user activity 
through the data communication interface Such that, if the 
referrer is an authorized affiliate, the affiliate may be credited 
for referring the user to the merchant site. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS 

0020 FIG. 1 is a functional block diagram of a prior art 
affiliate network. 
0021 FIG. 2 is a functional block diagram of an affiliate 
network provides inbound affiliate link credit without coded 
URLS. 
0022 FIG. 3 is a flow diagram of a method of detecting an 
affiliate site by a merchant site. 
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0023 FIG. 4 is a flow diagram of a method of crediting 
affiliate sites by an affiliate network manager site. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

0024. According to one or more embodiments of the 
present invention, the inbound link credits of merchant web 
sites are increased by an affiliate network methodology 
whereby affiliate web sites link directly to merchant web 
sites. 
0025 FIG. 2 depicts a functional block diagram of an 

affiliate network according to one embodiment of the present 
invention, indicated generally at 100. The network members 
are interconnected via the Internet 112. A user at a user 
terminal 114, which may for example comprise an Internet 
connected personal computer running web browser Software, 
surfs to an Affiliate Web Site 118, as indicated by the arrow 
116. At the Affiliate Web Site 118, the user encounters an 
advertisement, discount offer, or the like, enticing him to visit 
a Merchant Web Site 128. The user clicks on a textual or 
graphic link of the form: 

0026 http://www.merchantsite.com 
0027. This link directs the user's browser directly to the 
Merchant Web Site 128. One or more software modules on 
the web server of the Merchant Web Site 128 detect the Source 
of the incoming web traffic, known in the art as the referrer. 
The referrer specifically, the URL that was clicked to take 
the user to the Merchant Web Site 128 is provided to the 
web server of the Merchant Web Site 128 by most browsers. 
Software on the web server extracts an identification of the 
Affiliate Web Site 118, for example, the domain name, from 
the referrer information, and consults a database of Affiliate 
Web Sites 118 authorized to receive credit for referrals. In one 
embodiment, a local copy of the affiliate database may reside 
at the Merchant Web Site 128. In another embodiment, the 
referrer of an incoming web request is reported by the Mer 
chant Web Site 128 to the Affiliate Network Manager Site 
122, as indicated by the dashed arrow 126, and the Affiliate 
Network Manager Site 122 accesses an affiliate database to 
determine whether the referrer is an authorized affiliate. In 
either case, the Affiliate Network Manager Site 122 may then 
read or write a cookie to the user's browser, as indicated by 
the dashed arrow 124. This allows the Affiliate Network Man 
ager 122 to track the user's further activities within the affili 
ate network. 
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erated at an Affiliate Web Site 118, indicated generally at 200. 
A web server at the Merchant Web Site 128 receives a web site 
request from a user (block 202). The web server then extracts 
the referrer from the request (block 204). That is, the web 
server inspects the request, and ascertains the URL from 
which the user's browser clicked a link directing him to the 
Merchant Web Site 128, if available. This information is 
available in approximately 95% of web site requests. If the 
web server is able to ascertain the referrer, it accesses an 
affiliate database to determine if the referrer is an authorized 
affiliate for the merchant (block 206). This database may be 
maintained locally, or may reside at the Affiliate Network 
Manager Site 122. In the latter case, the Merchant Web Site 
128 provides the Affiliate Network Manager Site 122 with the 
referrer, and receives from the Affiliate Network Manager 
Site 122 an indication whether the referrer is an authorized 
Affiliate Web Site 118 for the Merchant Web Site 128. If the 
referrer is an authorized Affiliate Web Site 128 (block 208), 
the Merchant Web Site 128 provides information to the Affili 
ate NetworkManager Site 122 allowing the Affiliate Web Site 
128 to be credited for the relevant user activity (block 210). 
This information may comprise, for example, the affiliate and 
the fact of the referral for PPC, further user browsing at the 
Merchant Web Site 128 for PPL, and/or user purchases at the 
Merchant Web Site 128 for PPS. 
0030. The Affiliate Network Manager Site 122 may write 
cookies to the users web browser, for tracking the user 
through the affiliate network, in several ways. In one embodi 
ment, a client-side call is placed on the Merchant Web Site 
128 using, e.g., javascript code of the form: 
<script language=javaScript 
src=http://www.affiliatemanager.com/member/JS/merchan 
tsite.php?mid=2080> 
</scripts 
0031. In this embodiment, an affiliate manager cookie is 
established on the user's terminal 114 by the Affiliate Net 
work Manager Site 122, using the connection that exists 
between the Affiliate Network Manager Site 122 and user's 
browser, as established by the Merchant Web Site 128 call. 
The cookie value and related information is maintained in the 
affiliate manager database. 
0032. In another embodiment, a server-side call is placed 
on the Merchant Web Site 128 using an http request and server 
side php code of the form: 

Srequest url=http://www.affiliatemanager.com/.SDevPath."merchantsite.php 
.2LCID='.Sexisting cookie value 
.&MerchantID=''.Smid 
.*&AffiliateReferer-Sar 
.&MerchantURL=.Smu 
.*&IP='.Smip: 

0028. The Merchant Web Site 128 may write one or more 
cookies to the user's terminal 114, as indicated by the dashed 
arrow 130. This allows the Merchant Web Site 128 to track the 
user's activities, such as the contents of a virtual shopping 
cart. The Merchant Web Site 128 may report the user's page 
requests and/or purchases to the Affiliate Network Manager 
Site 122 (as indicated by 126), for crediting the Affiliate Web 
Site 118 in a PPL and/or PPS system. 
0029 FIG.3 depicts a flow diagram of a method of detect 
ing whether a request at a Merchant Web Site 128 was gen 

0033. In this embodiment, the Merchant Web Site 128 
writes a cookie to the user's terminal 114. The cookie is 
passed to the Affiliate Network Manager Site 122 from the 
Merchant Web Site 128 as part of the call. The Affiliate 
Network Manager Site 122 stores the value of the cookie and 
related information in the affiliate manager database. 
0034. In either case—client-side or server-side cookie 
writing the Affiliate Network Manager Site 122 may track 
the user and compile information regarding the user's activity 
at sites within the affiliate marketing network. 
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0035. In addition to increasing the inbound link credit of 
Merchant Web Sites 128 and reducing or eliminating cookie 
hijacking, the direct linking from Affiliate Web Sites 128 to 
Merchant Web Sites 128 according to the present invention 
further enables non-affiliate sources of traffic to be identified 
and analyzed as if they were affiliates within the affiliate 
marketing network. That is, because the Affiliate Network 
Manager Site 122 does not identify Affiliate Web Sites 128 by 
a unique identifier previously assigned to them (and included 
in a query string when user traffic is diverted through the 
Affiliate Network Manager Site 122 on its way to a Merchant 
Web Site 128), but rather by the referrer field of the user's 
browser request at the Merchant Web Site 128, tracking and 
analysis of traffic to Merchant Web Site 128 is not limited to 
authorized affiliates. Rather, the Affiliate Network Manager 
Site 122 may additionally track user traffic to Merchant Web 
Sites 128 originating outside the affiliate marketing network 
as if the traffic were referred by Affiliate Web Sites 128 
(although without crediting the non-affiliate sites for user 
activity). 
0036. For example, a Merchant Web Site 128 may receive 
significant traffic from a handful of search engines, and from 
a product review site, none of which participate in the affiliate 
marketing network. Unlike in prior art affiliate networks, 
according to the present invention, the referring web site is 
identified. The Affiliate Network Manager Site 122 may track 
the user's activities, using either client-side or server-side 
cookie writing, as described above. Furthermore, the quantity 
of traffic and cumulative user activity originating from such 
non-affiliate referring web sites may be tracked and analyzed. 
From this information, a Merchant Web Site 128 may dis 
cover significant patterns in how traffic flows to its site— 
patterns that would remain hidden in prior art affiliate mar 
keting networks. The Merchant Web Site 128 may decide to 
purchase a premium ordering in a search engine results dis 
play, or may invite the product review site to participate in the 
affiliate marketing network. 
0037 Still further, the referrer identification according to 
the present invention significantly reduces or eliminates 
affiliate fraud. Unscrupulous affiliates, in order to maximize 
the traffic driven to a Merchant Web Site 128, may embed 
prior art affiliate marketing links (that is, links diverting user 
traffic through an Affiliate Network Manager Site 122, that 
identifies the Affiliate Web Site 128 by a code embedded in a 
query string) in a wide variety of web sites that exceed its 
affiliate network agreement. For example, affiliates may pep 
per adult sites with prior art affiliate marketing links, perhaps 
disguised as images or links that make no mention of the 
Merchant Web Site 128 to which the user is actually diverted. 
As another example, an unscrupulous affiliate may create a 
web site comprising only a list of its prior art affiliate mar 
keting links, and pay users to repeatedly click on the links, 
driving unearned PPC credits to the affiliate. By identifying 
the referring web site by the referrer field, the present inven 
tion significantly reduces such fraud, by refusing to credit 
affiliates for traffic or user activity that originates from sites 
other than authorized Affiliate Web Sites 128. 

0038. The referring web site identification method of the 
present invention may increase the inbound link credit of 
Merchant Web Sites 128, which may improve their ranking in 
the search results listings of organic search engines. The 
present invention virtually eliminates cookie hijacking and 
many other forms of affiliate fraud. The present invention 
additionally allows non-affiliate referring web sites and user 
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traffic from those web sites to be tracked and analyzed as if it 
originated from affiliate web sites, providing significant 
Return On Investment (ROI) information to Merchant Web 
Sites 128 regarding their online advertising and marketing 
efforts. 
0039. Although the present invention has been described 
herein with respect to particular features, aspects and embodi 
ments thereof, it will be apparent that numerous variations, 
modifications, and other embodiments are possible within the 
broad scope of the present invention, and accordingly, all 
variations, modifications and embodiments are to be regarded 
as being within the scope of the invention. The present 
embodiments are therefore to be construed in all aspects as 
illustrative and not restrictive and all changes coming within 
the meaning and equivalency range of the appended claims 
are intended to be embraced therein. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method of detecting, by a merchant web server, an 

affiliate site referring web traffic to a merchant web site, 
comprising: 

receiving, by the merchant web server, a user request for a 
web page, wherein the user request was generated by a 
user activating, via a web browser, a link on a referring 
web site, the link comprising a uniform resource locator 
(URL) of the merchant web site, such that activating the 
link directs the user's web browser directly to the mer 
chant web site and not via an affiliate manger site; 

identifying, by the merchant web server, a URL of the 
referring web site from the user's web browser; 

accessing an affiliate database based on referring web site 
URL: 

determining, based on the affiliate database access, that the 
referring web site is an authorized affiliate for the mer 
chant web site; and 

crediting the authorized affiliate for referring a user to the 
merchant web site. 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein crediting the authorized 
affiliate comprises providing the referring web site URL. 

3. The method of claim 1 further comprising tracking user 
browsing at the merchant web site, and crediting the autho 
rized affiliate comprises providing information regarding 
user browsing at the merchant web site. 

4. The method of claim 1 further comprising tracking user 
purchases at the merchant web site, and wherein crediting the 
authorized affiliate comprises providing information regard 
ing user purchases at the merchant web site. 

5. The method of claim 4 whereintracking purchases at the 
merchant web site comprises writing a cookie to a user's 
browser, and tracking the purchases by updating and reading 
the cookie. 

6. The method of claim 1 wherein accessing an affiliate 
database comprises sending the referring web site URL to an 
affiliate network manager web site and receiving an indica 
tion from the affiliate network manager web site whether the 
referrer is an authorized affiliate domain. 

7. The method of claim 1 wherein the URL at the referring 
web site linking to the merchant web site does not include a 
query string. 

8. The method of claim 1 wherein the merchant web site 
request results from the user selecting a link from a web site 
at an authorized affiliate domain, the URL of the link, devoid 
of a query string identifying the affiliate web site, specifying 
the merchant web site as the target domain. 
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9. A method of managing an affiliate network, comprising: 
directing one or more affiliate web sites to provide a link to 

a merchant web site, the link comprising a Uniform 
Resource Locator (URL) directly identifying the mer 
chant web site and that does not contain any identifica 
tion of the referring web site: 

receiving, at a web server of an affiliate network manager 
site, from the merchant web site, notice of a web page 
request, and a URL identifying the referring web site, 
extracted by the merchant web site from a referrer data 
field of a user's browser; 

determining that the referring web site is an authorized 
affiliate for the merchant web site; and 

crediting the authorized affiliate web site for the request. 
10. The method of claim 9 wherein determining that the 

referring web site is an authorized affiliate web sites for the 
merchant web site comprises accessing a database of affiliate 
web sites. 

11. The method of claim 9 wherein determining that the 
referring web site is an authorized affiliate for the merchant 
web site comprises receiving from the merchant web site an 
indication that the referring web site is an authorized affiliate. 

12. The method of claim 9 further comprising writing a 
cookie to the user's terminal. 

13. The method of claim 12 wherein the cookie value and 
related information is maintained in a database at the affiliate 
network manager site. 

14. The method of claim 12 wherein the cookie is written 
by the affiliate network manager site using a link established 
in a client-side call, using affiliate network code, from the 
merchant web site to the affiliate network manager site. 

15. The method of claim 12 wherein the cookie is written 
by the merchant web site, and the cookie value and related 
information is passed from the merchant web site to the 
affiliate network manager site in a server side call, using 
affiliate network code. 

16. A method of reducing cookie hijacking in an affiliate 
marketing network, comprising: 

directing a plurality of affiliate web sites to provide a link to 
one or more merchant web sites, each link comprising a 
Uniform Resource Locator (URL) directly identifying a 
merchant web site and that does not contain any identi 
fication of the referring web site: 
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receiving, at a web server of an affiliate network manager 
site, from a merchant web site, notice of a web page 
request, and a URL identifying the referring web site, 
extracted by the merchant web site from a referrer data 
field of a user's browser; 

identifying the referring web site responsible for directing 
traffic to the merchant web site from the referring web 
site URL received from the merchant web site; and 

crediting the affiliate for the request upon determining that 
the referring web site is an authorized affiliate web site in 
the network. 

17. The method of claim 16 further comprising, 
upon determining that the referring web site is not an 

affiliate in the network, compiling information regard 
ing referrals from the referring web site to one or more 
merchant web sites within the affiliate marketing net 
work, and providing the information to the merchant 
web sites. 

18. A web server on a merchant web site, comprising: 
a data communication interface to the Internet operative to 

receive a web page request generated from a Uniform 
Resource Locator (URL) that directly identifies the mer 
chant web site and does not contain any identification of 
the referring web site, and to serve one or more web 
pages in response thereto; 

a processor coupled to the data communication interface 
operative to extract a URL identifying the referring web 
site from a referrer data field of the user's browser, and 
to access an affiliate database to determine whether the 
referring web site is an authorized affiliate for the mer 
chant. 

19. The method of claim 18 further comprising a local 
affiliate database, and wherein the processor is operative to 
access the local affiliate database to determine whether the 
referring web site is an authorized affiliate for the merchant. 

20. The method of claim 18 wherein the processor is opera 
tive to access an affiliate database on an affiliate network 
manager site, via the data communication interface, to deter 
mine whether the referring web site is an authorized affiliate 
for the merchant. 


