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Background and Company Performance 

Industry Challenges 

In North America, evolving manufacturing and industrial processes such as fracking 

introduced thousands of new chemicals and contaminants into the water supply. 

Deteriorating water infrastructure and quality raises concerns in the residential and 

commercial segments and leads to a new potential public health threat from the largely 

unregulated group of chemicals known as emerging contaminants, e.g., estrogen and 

testosterone, flame retardants, pesticides, explosives, PFOA (a component found in nonstick 

cookware), and pharmaceuticals. Some of these chemicals are endocrine disruptors, which 

can interfere with hormones and hinder human and animal growth and development. Other 

dissolved impurities, such as arsenic, fluoride, rust, and pesticides, are leading to serious 

health concerns. Currently, hexavalent chromium (chromium-6), a cancer-causing chemical, 

is appearing in all 50 states.  Furthermore, recent spates of lead contamination in municipal 

water in areas like Flint, Michigan, is increasing public awareness of water quality issues and 

of products and solutions that can improve residential water supplies. 

While contaminants get into water through storm runoff, industrial and agricultural 

discharges, and sewage from homes—including medications that are flushed down the toilet 

or carried along in human waste the vast majority of water purification systems focus only 

on a standard list of 91 contaminants regulated by the United States (US) Environmental 

Protection Agency. Most wastewater treatment plants are not equipped to handle endocrine 

disruptors, pharmaceuticals and other chemicals of emerging concern. As a result, robust 

and reliable water treatment techniques that effectively remove harmful dissolved impurities 

are in greater demand. Aside from the increasing prevalence of contaminants, the driving 

factors include increased awareness and new, stringent regulations and standards set by 

NSF International. As a result, the residential and light commercial water treatment 

equipment market generated $11.0 billion globally and is forecasted to grow at a compound 

annual growth rate of 7.9% to reach $18.8 billion by 2020. The Americas occupy the largest 

position in the residential and light commercial water treatment equipment market with 

2013 revenue of $3.8 billion and a base year growth rate of 7.4%. Direct sales channels will 

continue to remain the most profitable route of distribution, with technological 

advancements through web sales catching up in the developed countries of Europe and the 

Americas and certain regions of Asia-Pacific. Health and wellness will play a crucial driving 

role in market growth in the forthcoming years.1 Specifically, under-the-sink systems and 

point-of-entry systems witnessed widespread acceptance in the Americas and Europe, and 

pitcher filters occupy a significant portion of the same market. The fade out of bottled 

water, in addition to increasing consciousness and environmental awareness, paves the way 

for market attractiveness and penetration for the water treatment equipment options.  

                                           
1 See Frost & Sullivan’s Global Residential and Light Commercial Water Treatment Equipment Market: Augmenting 
Health Wellness and Wellbeing Consciousness Boosts Market Growth [M9FC-01] Published May 2014 
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Market competition is highly intense, due to the fragmented nature of the market and 

varying cost consciousness across regions. Costing and pricing will play a crucial role in 

establishing a dedicated customer base due to the vast regional customer needs and varied 

nature of distribution channels. Consumers' key criteria are trust and product reliability 

which will define the success of a product line. Companies aiming to create a strong brand 

need to be aptly backed by a portfolio of suitable products. 

Visionary Innovation & Performance and Customer Impact 

Headquartered in Austin, Texas, Aquasana designs, 

assembles, and markets innovative and high-

performance whole-house filtration systems and salt-free 

water softeners, shower filters, under counter and 

countertop filters, reverse osmosis systems, portable 

filter bottles, and the first-ever powered countertop 

Clean Water Machine. The company engineers and assembles its award-winning family of 

premium and NSF-certified water filters in the US. Frost & Sullivan independent analysis 

confirms Aquasana's proven drinking water filters remove more than 66 contaminants—

including lead, chlorine, chloramines, herbicides, pesticides, industrial solvents, mercury, 

and pharmaceuticals—while preserving healthy 

minerals like calcium, magnesium, and potassium 

and removing ten times more contaminants than 

the leading pitcher brand. Frost & Sullivan 

appreciates the fact that Aquasana is an industry 

innovator and thought leader. For example, in 

response to the discovery of PFOA (a component 

found in nonstick cookware) and PFOS in the 

drinking water of many Americans, the company 

worked with the NSF to develop the standard for 

PFOA and PFOS removal.  Aquasana subsequently 

was the first water filtration brand to receive NSF certification to the new PFOA and PFOS 

standard. Additionally, Aquasana’s OptimH20 RO system is NSF-certified to remove over 

97% of chromium-6 from drinking water. The company sells its products directly to US 

consumers through its online channel, as well as through retail outlets and distributors. 

Aquasana is headquartered in Austin, Texas, and its sales, customer service, and 

operations hub is located in Fort Worth, Texas. The company focuses on strategic growth 

and uses investment capital to develop its direct-to-consumer residential and retail water 

treatment capabilities further, grow its Water For Life cartridge continuity program, and 

launch innovative new products, including the Aquasana  Active® powered pitcher device—

the Clean Water Machine—and Clean Water Bottle. Together, these efforts helped 

Aquasana achieve more than 20% year-over-year revenue growth from 2015 to 2016. In 

2016, Aquasana combined with A.O. Smith Corporation, a global leader in water treatment 

technologies. Under A.O. Smith’s ownership, Aquasana will serve as a product and 

Aquasana’s Clean Water Machine 

  Source: Aquasana 
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geographical extension to the company’s leading position in China’s RO water treatment 

market.  

Leveraging Technology for Trustworthy Filtration  

Frost & Sullivan notes that Aquasana leads the industry in contaminant removal. The only 

way to effectively remove chromium-6 is through reverse osmosis (RO). Aquasana’s 

product line, including OptimH2O, uses innovative RO, Claryum® technology, carbon 

filtration, and remineralization technology to remove more than 80 different 

contaminants—including fluoride and over 97% of chromium-6 and 99% of lead. The 

company then puts back the healthy minerals, e.g., calcium, magnesium, and potassium, 

removed during the RO process. Aquasana's other drinking water filters are NSF-certified 

to remove more than 99% of lead as well as 65 other contaminants—including asbestos, 

mercury, and pesticides—and are available in countertop and under-the-sink options to 

maximize access to healthy, good-tasting water. Aquasana plans to leverage A.O. Smith’s 

patented RO technology to create treatment systems that are smaller and more efficient. 

The company proactively analyzes water for emerging contaminants and works closely 

with NSF to create subsequent testing protocols and processes, including the new 

standard for removing PFOA. Through the A.O. Smith acquisition, Aquasana increased 

access to experienced water scientists and engineers, and can leverage their industry 

relationships with entities like the Water Quality Association. Other companies are 

following Aquasana’s pioneering lead—for example, in 2013 the company was among the 

first to achieve a certification for the removal of pharmaceuticals; this is now a common 

certification required in the market. Frost & Sullivan research reveals that competitors 

have difficulty mimicking Aquasana’s offerings due to the company’s large amount of 

financial investment, time, and energy involved in solving difficult engineering challenges.  

A Superior Product Line  

Frost & Sullivan is of the opinion that Aquasana’s broad 

spectrum of superior products in the water-treatment 

market highlights the company’s ability to customize its 

products based on the specific needs of the consumer. 

Additionally, the company’s comprehensive line of 

customizable point-of-entry products are designed for 

specific target customer groups and offers tailored 

solutions for well water users and others who are facing 

unique contamination issues. For example, in 2013, 

Aquasana redesigned its entire product portfolio to 

incorporate the latest technologies that aid in removing 

chloramines from tap water. Unlike competitors who do 

not certify products or validate performance through a third-party investigator, Aquasana 

tests and verifies all of its products. In the case of products like its saltless water softener 

and descaling offerings, which do not yet have a certification process, Aquasana does 

third-party testing to prove the product’s efficacy. Before its acquisition, the company 

worked with A.O. Smith’s testing lab; Frost & Sullivan recognizes that it is a testament to 

3-Stage Under Counter Drinking 
Water Filter 

Source: Aquasana 
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the company’s quality that A.O. Smith chose to subsequently pursue ownership of 

Aquasana.  

Product Design Elements  

Aquasana designs its product line to meet its three primary customer-centric tenets: 

performance, value, and convenience. The company’s Water for Life program—a free, no 

obligation, replacement cartridge automated shipping program—embodies this mission. 

Aside from offering North American customers free shipping and an ongoing discount on 

replacement filters, the program provides an extended warranty to the filtration systems. 

The program proves popular, with thousands of customers who bought Aquasana product 

through channels, such as QVC and Amazon, or directly contacting the company to 

participate in the Water for Life program. For customers who opt 

out of Water for Life, the company offers an app that tell customers 

when it is time for a cartridge change as well as other data points 

such as ongoing filter life and how many plastic water bottles they 

are saving through using filtration. Smart technology, such as 

Bluetooth, and a user-friendly interface and customer engagement 

experience are other key features in Aquasana’s product line. The 

company is particularly proud of its Clean Water Machine, a smart, 

stand-alone device that provides the same filtration performance as 

an under-the-counter system, but does not require any installation. 

According to the company, the product produces professional grade 

filtration without installation—an industry first. Aquasana’s Clean 

Water Machine system uses the company’s patented Claryum® 

technology to filter water much faster than conventional pitcher 

filters and systems that use gravity to trickle water over filter 

granules slowly. Additionally, Claryum® retains health-enhancing 

minerals such as calcium, potassium, and magnesium while 

simultaneously removing dangerous heavy metals such as lead and 

mercury. The result is high-purity water that is both healthier and 

better-tasting.  

A Unique Go-to-Market Strategy 

Aquasana primarily reaches markets via a direct-to-consumer business model—85 to 90% 

of company revenue comes from direct consumer sales. Frost & Sullivan research 

indicates that, unlike competitors relying solely on primary research to determine product 

development and industry trends, Aquasana’s decades-old model provides unique insight 

into the marketplace from the customer’s point of view and is a sustainable competitive 

advantage. Through active customer engagement via marketing campaigns, giveaways, 

and product evaluations, thousands of customers are readily accessible to obtain targeted 

feedback. Aquasana further augments data point feedback with primary market research, 

e.g., on buying processes and potential target customers. Aquasana’s Fort Worth-based 

customer research team collects and forwards feedback to the company’s marketing team 

Aquasana’s Filter 
Bottle 

with Sleeve 

Source: Aquasana 
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for analysis. Through Aquasana’s dedicated practice of creating and modifying key 

features based on direct customer feedback, the company can stay ahead of industry 

trends and demands.  

Moving Toward Retail and Beyond  

Recognizing the underserved market in mass retail due to large underwhelming product 

quality and capability, Aquasana is entering the mass retail space, with a focus on 

marketing products like the Clean Water Machine and Clean Water Bottle. The company 

recently completed a successful pilot program with Costco and rolled out full 

demonstration via in-store programs in Q4 2016. Furthermore, Aquasana anticipates 

expanding partners via the A.O. Smith acquisition—the company brings long-established 

retail and wholesale relationships to the table. Additionally, Aquasana is developing a 

network of licensed plumbers as an informal and friendly touchpoint. A.O. Smith is 

particularly helpful in this respect—due to high volume sales in the water heater market; 

the company has access to tens of thousands of certified, licensed plumbers. Frost & 

Sullivan independent analysis confirms that such synergies will assist in strengthening 

Aquasana’s third-party network.  

Leveraging Best Practices to Maximize Growth  

Aquasana tripled the size of its business in the past six years—far outpacing the average 

industry growth rate. The company anticipates doubling the business again within the next 

three years by expanding its customer channels and product line. The company’s strong 

commitment to environmental stewardship is evident, not just in its product line—

Aquasana’s water filter components feature reusable outer filter casings and cartridges 

made of recyclable parts materials to minimize waste—but in its manufacturing processes, 

e.g., Aquasana’s manufacturing facility is powered by 100% renewable energy. 

Furthermore, in products like its Clean Water Bottle, the company uses cadmium and 

lead-free glass, as well as Bisphenol-A-free plastic caps. Through eliminating the need for 

bottled water, Aquasana’s drinking water systems reduce the impact of plastic waste on 

the environment for generations to come. 

Operational Efficiencies 

Frost & Sullivan notes that the Aquasana and A.O. Smith combination poses a tremendous 

opportunity for accelerating growth in the residential water treatment market worldwide. 

In additional to leveraging increased buying power from cost synergies, Aquasana 

maintains control over its supply chain via multi-sourcing key components to ensure its 

manufacturing grows parallel with the demand. Furthermore, the company employs state-

of-the-art manufacturing and assembly techniques; Aquasana enhances quality control by 

locally manufacturing the majority of its products.  Employee training and support is 

another important focus for the company. To provide customers with a consistent and 

positive customer service experience, Aquasana has an extensive training and coaching 

program in Fort Worth, Texas. New employees shadow experienced representatives and 
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initially handle entry-level customer interactions that gradually build up to complex 

interactions. The company records calls and provides ongoing feedback and peer-led 

coaching. Through adhering to a suite of metrics, coaches can determine what help and 

support a new employee require to be successful.  

Future Focus 

In light of the A.O. Smith acquisition, Aquasana anticipates maintaining its branding for 

the foreseeable future. Its strong online presence is one of the key factors behind the 

acquisition and A.O. Smith is excited about further expanding the reach of the brand. For 

example, A.O. Smith has unique patented technology it developed overseas, particularly 

for RO applications. Aquasana looks forward to incorporating this technology in its product 

line over time. Both companies benefit from a synergistic standpoint—A.O. Smith’s 

tagline, “Innovation has a name” blends nicely with Aquasana’s focus on innovation from a 

customer’s point of view. Aquasana’s customer-centric culture continues to focus on 

customer delight, not just satisfaction, with every interaction.  

Conclusion 

In North America, rapidly deteriorating water quality requires powerful filtration solutions. 

Aquasana, a pioneering market leader in the direct-to-consumer water treatment space, 

leverages its innovative and industry-leading product portfolio, unique business model, 

and a recent partnership with industry giant A.O. Smith to provide robust, reliable, and 

best-in-class water filtration solutions. With an emphasis on continued innovation from the 

customer’s point of view, Aquasana is poised to increase its brand presence in the market. 

Because of its commitment to customer value, strategic and proven solutions, and 

exceptional quality, Aquasana is recognized with Frost & Sullivan’s 2016 Company of the 

Year Award.  
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Significance of Company of the Year  
To win the Company of the Year award (i.e., to be recognized as a leader not only in your 

industry, but among your non-industry peers as well) requires a company to demonstrate 

excellence in growth, innovation, and leadership. This kind of excellence typically 

translates into superior performance in three key areas: demand generation, brand 

development, and competitive positioning. These areas serve as the foundation of a 

company’s future success and prepare it to deliver on the two criteria that define the 

Company of the Year Award (Visionary Innovation & Performance and Customer Impact).   

 

Understanding Company of the Year 
As discussed above, driving demand, brand strength, and competitive differentiation all 

play a critical role in delivering unique value to customers. This three-fold focus, however, 

must ideally be complemented by an equally rigorous focus on visionary innovation to 

enhance customer value and impact.  
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Key Benchmarking Criteria 

For the Company of the Year Award, Frost & Sullivan analysts independently evaluated 

two key factors—Visionary Innovation & Performance and Customer Impact—according to 

the criteria identified below.  

Visionary Innovation & Performance 

 Criterion 1: Addressing Unmet Needs 

 Criterion 2: Visionary Scenarios Through Mega Trends 

 Criterion 3: Implementation Best Practices 

 Criterion 4: Blue Ocean Strategy 

 Criterion 5: Financial Performance 

Customer Impact 

 Criterion 1: Price/Performance Value 

 Criterion 2: Customer Purchase Experience 

 Criterion 3: Customer Ownership Experience 

 Criterion 4: Customer Service Experience 

Criterion 5: Brand Equity 

The Intersection between 360-Degree Research and Best 
Practices Awards 

Research Methodology  

Frost & Sullivan’s 360-degree research 

methodology represents the analytical 

rigor of our research process. It offers a 

360-degree-view of industry challenges, 

trends, and issues by integrating all 7 of 

Frost & Sullivan's research methodologies. 

Too often, companies make important 

growth decisions based on a narrow 

understanding of their environment, 

leading to errors of both omission and 

commission. Successful growth strategies 

are founded on a thorough understanding 

of market, technical, economic, financial, 

customer, best practices, and demographic 

analyses. The integration of these research 

disciplines into the 360-degree research 

methodology provides an evaluation 

platform for benchmarking industry players and for identifying those performing at best-

in-class levels.  

360-DEGREE RESEARCH: SEEING ORDER IN 
THE CHAOS 
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Best Practices Recognition: 10 Steps to Researching, 
Identifying, and Recognizing Best Practices  
Frost & Sullivan Awards follow a 10-step process to evaluate Award candidates and assess 

their fit with select best practice criteria. The reputation and integrity of the Awards are 

based on close adherence to this process. 

STEP OBJECTIVE KEY ACTIVITIES OUTPUT 

1 
Monitor, 
target, and 
screen 

Identify award recipient 
candidates from around the 
globe 

• Conduct in-depth industry 
research 

• Identify emerging sectors 
• Scan multiple geographies 

Pipeline of candidates who 
potentially meet all best-
practice criteria 

2 
Perform  
360-degree 
research 

Perform comprehensive, 
360-degree research on all 
candidates in the pipeline 

• Interview thought leaders 
and industry practitioners  

• Assess candidates’ fit with 
best-practice criteria 

• Rank all candidates 

Matrix positioning all 
candidates’ performance 
relative to one another  

3 

Invite 
thought 
leadership in 
best 
practices 

Perform in-depth 
examination of all candidates 

• Confirm best-practice criteria 
• Examine eligibility of all 
candidates 

• Identify any information gaps  

Detailed profiles of all 
ranked candidates 

4 

Initiate 
research 
director 
review 

Conduct an unbiased 
evaluation of all candidate 
profiles 

• Brainstorm ranking options 
• Invite multiple perspectives 
on candidates’ performance 

• Update candidate profiles  

Final prioritization of all 
eligible candidates and 
companion best-practice 
positioning paper 

5 

Assemble 
panel of 
industry 
experts 

Present findings to an expert 
panel of industry thought 
leaders 

• Share findings 
• Strengthen cases for 
candidate eligibility 

• Prioritize candidates 

Refined list of prioritized 
award candidates 

6 

Conduct 
global 
industry 
review 

Build consensus on award 
candidates’ eligibility 

• Hold global team meeting to 
review all candidates 

• Pressure-test fit with criteria 
• Confirm inclusion of all 
eligible candidates 

Final list of eligible award 
candidates, representing 
success stories worldwide 

7 
Perform 
quality check 

Develop official award 
consideration materials  

• Perform final performance 
benchmarking activities 

• Write nominations 
• Perform quality review 

High-quality, accurate, and 
creative presentation of 
nominees’ successes 

8 

Reconnect 
with panel of 
industry 
experts 

Finalize the selection of the 
best-practice award recipient 

• Review analysis with panel 
• Build consensus 
• Select winner 

Decision on which company 
performs best against all 
best-practice criteria 

9 
Communicate 
recognition 

Inform award recipient of 
award recognition  

• Present award to the CEO 
• Inspire the organization for 
continued success 

• Celebrate the recipient’s 
performance 

Announcement of award 
and plan for how recipient 
can use the award to 
enhance the brand 

10 
Take 
strategic 
action 

Upon licensing, company 
may share award news with 
stakeholders and customers 

• Coordinate media outreach 
• Design a marketing plan 
• Assess award’s role in future 
strategic planning 

Widespread awareness of 
recipient’s award status 
among investors, media 
personnel, and employees  
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About Frost & Sullivan  
Frost & Sullivan, the Growth Partnership Company, enables clients to accelerate growth 

and achieve best in class positions in growth, innovation and leadership. The company's 

Growth Partnership Service provides the CEO and the CEO's Growth Team with disciplined 

research and best practice models to drive the generation, evaluation and implementation 

of powerful growth strategies. Frost & Sullivan leverages over 50 years of experience in 

partnering with Global 1000 companies, emerging businesses and the investment 

community from 45 offices on six continents. To join our Growth Partnership, please visit 

http://www.frost.com. 

 


