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Oppo, the ‘global electronics and 
technology service provider’, 
has good form with digital. It 
entered the AV arena making 

very respectable Blu-ray players which 
not only looked but sounded better than 
most others, then more recently diversifi ed 
into headphones. Many manufacturers 
have moved into this category of late, 
with mixed success, but the PM-1 Planar 
Magnetic ’phones [HFN Jul ’14] turned out 
to be superb. The PM-2 followed [HFN Feb 
’15], and was equally fi ne value for money. 

Oppo’s HA-1 headphone amp [HFN 
Sep ’14] again showed that the company 
is serious about sound quality, and now 
we have the portable HA-2 version you see 
here. This has been designed to partner 
the forthcoming PM-3 headphone (to be 
reviewed next month). 

FOR THE STYLE CONSCIOUS 
Portable audio is the current trend: just 
as long haired, denim-wearing dudes 
sashayed around with new Sony Walkman 
portable stereo cassette players in the 
early ’80s, now we have a new generation 
of bearded hipsters displaying their cool 
credentials in their choices of headphone 
and smartphone. 

The missing link, of course, is the 
portable headphone amplifi er – not least 
because the DACs and headphone driver 
stages in smartphones are notoriously 
mediocre-sounding to anyone who hasn’t 
yet damaged their hearing with one. 
The Oppo HA-2 makes a great case for 
itself simply by being inserted between 
– for example – an iPhone and PM-1 
headphones, whereupon you can hear how 
it instantly transforms sound into music!

The HA-2 is aimed right at this 
style-conscious market, which is why its 
leather-clad alloy chassis looks so smart. It 
combines DAC and headphone amplifi er 
functionality in a compact smartphone-

sized case. Being portable, it comes with 
a built-in rechargeable 3000mAh lithium 
polymer battery which is good for over six 
hours of digital music playback, or twice 
that when working from its analogue input 
with the internal DAC switched out. 

The supplied rapid charger can whisk 
the battery up to three-quarters full in 
half an hour, or you can charge it via your 
computer’s USB socket while you are 
listening. Cleverly, it can give this power 
back, since it is able to function as a mobile 
power bank that will also charge your 
mobile device.

I found the Oppo nice to use, thanks in 
no small part to the rotary volume knob on 
the top left of the machine, which is easy 
to operate and has a lovely smooth and 
positive action. 

One mark against it, though, is the 
lack of a ‘hold’ function, something every 
Sony portable has had from the year dot – 
when on the move it’s too easy to jog the 

controls and one can end up accidentally 
pushing the volume higher or lower. 

The stitched leather casing doesn’t 
scratch easily in the pocket though, and 
at 175g is light enough not to be overly 
intrusive when you’re out and about. The 
matt aluminium fi nish will match your 
MacBook Air and its switchgear feels slick. 
As with every portable device, knowledge 
of battery status is imperative and the 
HA-2 has a fi ve-LED display so you’re never 
caught short by a sudden power outage. 

The unit has four sockets, two USBs 
(Type A and micro B) on the bottom and 
two 3.5mm affairs on the top. One is the 
headphone output and the other doubles 
up as an analogue input or a line output – 
meaning you can hook it up to your hi-fi . 

It is said to work with all current 
iDevices via its USB input (a suitable Apple 
Lightning lead is supplied), and also works 
from a computer with a USB output and 
any Android device that supports USB On-
The-Go and USB Audio Class. In these cases 
it takes the raw digital data stream from 
the device and converts it with its internal 
DAC, before amplifying it and sending the 
sound out from its headphone socket. 

All Oppo products use the ESS Sabre32 
DAC chip, a high quality modern design 
that has appeared in some very well 
reviewed full-size digital converters. 
The ES9018-K2M version used here is 
specifi cally for portables, and with its 
asynchronous USB interface is able to 
support high-resolution audio playback at 
up to 384kHz/24-bit PCM and DSD256. 
Interestingly, the maker says that there is 
no digital signal processing in the HA-2, 
suggesting that its novel ‘bass boost’ 
function – switched alongside the gain 
selector – is done in the analogue domain. 

The unit sports a Class AB headphone 
amplifi er stage, said to be a mixture of 
integrated circuits and discrete transistors, 
the latter specially selected and pair-
matched. It has two gain settings, ‘High’ 
is claimed to deliver 300mW into low 
(16ohm) impedance phones, whereas ‘Low’ 
is optimised for more sensitive, higher 
impedance earbuds. Either type can be 

RIGHT: Gain and bass boost controls are 
located on the side of the slim case. There is also 
a highly informative battery condition indicator, 
so running out of juice is hard to miss

With music from smartphones and tablets, and hi-res audio via computers, Oppo’s 
new rechargeable portable DAC/headphone amp is perfect for music on the move
Review: Nick Tate Lab: Paul Miller

Oppo HA-2

Battery-powered USB DAC and headphone amplifi er
Made by: Oppo Electronics Corp., China

Supplied by: Oppo BD UK Ltd, Norfolk
Telephone: 0845 060 9395  

Web: www.oppodigital.co.uk
Price: £259
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augmented with the bass 
boost function. Thankfully 
this is unintrusive and so proved 
quite useable, giving Oppo’s PM-1 
useful extra weight when playing bright 
recordings, for example.

 POLISHED DELIVERY
There are many portable headphone 
amplifi ers on the market, with widely 
differing sonic performance. Considering 
the modest cost of the HA-2, I was 
expecting a decent sound and the Oppo 
duly obliged. It’s not that dissimilar to 
its siblings in the way it makes music, 
which is to say clean and 
detailed. You wouldn’t 
call this unit a romantic 
performer, but it remains 
extremely accomplished 
at excavating music from 
the digital datastream 
and serving it to you in 
a thorough, polished 
and professional way. In short, this DAC/
headphone amp sounds considerably more 
expensive than it actually is.

Most people will use it with a 
smartphone or tablet, so I tried the Oppo 
through my Apple iPhone and iPad, initially 
playing 256kbps AAC rips. Driving the 
highly revealing Oppo PM-1 headphones I 
had expected a rather less enjoyable sound 
than I received. 

Kicking 
off with well 
recorded pop, and 
Scritti Politti’s ‘Small Talk’ 
(from Cupid And Pysche, 
Warner Bros 9 25302-2) was highly 
involving. Bass was decently fl uid and 

had a fair degree of 
weight, and it moved 
up to a very spacious 
and open midband 
with lots of subtle 
detailing. For example, 
you could really get a 
feel for Green Gartside’s 
great, soulful voice, 

which sounded intimate and detailed with 
genuine insight into its unique timbre. 

The singer’s intonation was also carried 
well, the HA-2 taking you up close and 
personal despite this being a compressed 
audio fi le. Treble was surprisingly sweet, 
with a decent sparkle to the hi-hat cymbal 
sound. The music fl owed well, and never 
had the ‘sat upon’ quality that AAC fi les 
can sometimes present.

LEFT: The compact smartphone-sized matt 
aluminium case is covered in leather to prevent 
scratches, but is not removable. Alloy volume 

knob has a pleasingly smooth action

Following this 
up with a ‘full fat’ 

uncompressed, 44.1kHz/
16-bit CD rip of Steely Dan’s ‘Black 

Friday’ (from Aja, MCA Records 811 745-
2), the sound took on a good deal more 
body and life, and the soundstage widened 
and deepened considerably. 

It also became a lot easier to focus 
on individual items in the mix, with the 
electric piano work running right through 
the song holding tight and playing along 
with the lead instruments and vocal line. 
Again the HA-2 proved itself to be clear, 
clean and insightful, able to dig right into 
the mix and serve up a very animated 
sound that really involves the listener. 

FORMIDABLE MOBILE PACKAGE
Although a traditional hi-fi  favourite, Aja 
isn’t a brilliantly recorded album – it’s very 
much of its time with a super-dry sound 
– and the Oppo certainly conveyed this 
aspect, but didn’t let it intrude too much. 
Some detailed and revealing DACs can be 
too matter-of-fact for their own good, but 
the fi ne handling of the music’s dynamic 
accents meant that this listener never lost 
interest via the HA-2. Indeed the music 
came over as expressive and forceful, just 
as it should…

The £1100 Oppo PM-1 is a stiff load as 
headphones go and required me to switch 
to the high gain setting, but low gain was 
all I required for my Jays v-Jays foldable, 
portable headphone. It’s a great sounding 
design and offers a sense of rightness that 
is exceptional for its £30 price tag. The 
HA-2 worked extremely well with this too, 
serving up a big, bold rendition of the 
music. Partnered with an iPhone, the three 
products together made a formidable 
mobile music package, not least because 
there are times when some of us, at 

‘Via the computer 
and Audirvana, 
the Oppo could 
stretch its legs’

OPPO ON THE MOVE
Oppo may have been early to the high quality Blu-ray player market, but it’s 
late to the portable headphone amplifi er one. There are now a great many 
products from a wide range of manufacturers on sale, spanning from Cambridge 
Audio’s DacMagic XS (£100), Arcam’s rPAC (£150) to Furutech’s ADL X1 (£400) 
[all HFN May ’14] up to Chord’s Hugo (£1400). They’re all portable, battery or 
USB-powered headphone stages with DACs built in, and they’re all good. With 
the possible exception of the Arcam, none of them can equal the slickness and 
portability of the Oppo. Sadly, you’ll have to pay over £1000 more than the cost 
of the HA-2 to signifi cantly better its sound – the Chord is expensive for a good 
reason. Don’t be surprised if the market continues to get more crowded and 
competitive, because it’s a growing sector and with the poor sound from almost 
all smartphones – plus the rise in sales of headphones – you can see why. For the 
moment at least, the Oppo HA-2 has an awful lot going for it at the price.
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least, just don’t want to walk 
around with thousands of pounds of 
headphones in public view. 

Moving on up to high resolution 
computer audio, and the Oppo was 
switched from its USB-A socket input 
to micro USB type-B mode and my 
latest generation Apple MacBook 
Pro deployed, running the new 
Audirvana Plus 2.0.10. Again things 
took a major step forward. That 
same Steely Dan CD rip – previously 
played via an iPhone – sounded 
better still via the computer running 
Audirvana, the HA-2 appearing to 
fi nally be able to stretch its legs. 

With the Oppo PM-1 headphones 
now back in use, bass was now 
slightly stronger, midband a little 
cleaner and less muddled, and treble 
fractionally sweeter. Moving to a 
192kHz/24-bit mastering of REM’s 
‘Texarkana’ (from Out Of Time, 
Warner Bros 7599-26496-2) and I 
was delighted by how much cleaner 
and tighter things sounded. Again, 
it was very open, spacious and 
decently dimensional, although you 
would never call it rich sounding – 
tonally it remained clean but didn’t 
really show the track’s full warmth. 

FREE OF ANY HARSHNESS
Listen to the same track via, say, the 
considerably pricier Chord Hugo 
portable DAC/headphone and it’s 
obvious that the Oppo is sucking a 
little of the colour of the recording 
out. Isaac Hayes’ ‘Shaft’ (from 
Shaft, Original Soundtrack, Stax 
SCD24 8802-2) bore this out: it’s 
a wonderfully rich and sumptuous 
sounding production from the early 
1970s, yet the HA-2 made it sound 
nearly as dry as Steely Dan’s Aja, 
when in reality it isn’t. 

Even so, the track still sounded 
breathtakingly detailed, very 
polished and highly enjoyable to 
listen to. There’s a breathtakingly 
deep and warm bassline to ‘Ellie’s 
Walk Home’ and while it lost a 
little of its physicality, the delicacy 
of the guitar, glockenspiel, fl ute 
and string section was something 

to behold. The Oppo PM-1/HA-2 
combination zeroed in on the violins 
and rendered them in a beautifully 
fi ne and considered way. The wiry, 
sinewy feel was clear yet there 
wasn’t a touch of grain or harshness. 
At the same time, it carried the 
muted trumpets with great alacrity, 
and served up a superbly smooth 
fl ute sound which sat accurately 
placed towards the back of the mix. 

Running the gamut of superlative 
hi-res recordings, from Misty 
from Kate Bush’s Fifty Words For 
Snow (96kHz/24-bit WAV) to Alex 
de Grassi’s The Water Garden 
(DSD) showed the Oppo to be an 
unerringly clean, crisp and detailed 
performer. It’s not the best DAC/
headphone portable on sale but it is 
exceptionally good at its price point, 
and punches far above its weight. 

Its ability to drive a diffi cult 
headphone load to high volume 
levels, while showing no obvious 
signs of strain, is important, as its 
fi ne built-in DAC which sounds far 
more expensive than it has a right 
to. It’s this combination of power 
and fi nesse that’s so alluring in 
something so affordably priced. 

LAB
REPORT

Not the world’s fi nest headphone 
amplifi er (the HA-1 is ahead in the 
queue) but certainly one of the 
best value, the Oppo HA-2 offers 
a consistently clean, accurate and 
open sound across a wide variety 
of digital sources and formats, 
and does so with real élan. Nicely 
styled, well built and equipped 
with useful features, this powerful 
portable DAC/amplifi er upgrades 
modern mobile devices from 
sound sources to music makers.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 83%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Despite its low price, the HA-2 is arguably the most profi cient 
battery-powered USB DAC/headphone amp we’ve tested in 
Hi-Fi News so far. The High/Low gain setting (+8.4dB/–1.9dB) 
infl uences both the HA-2’s maximum power and voltage output 
into high impedance ’phones, achieving 277mW/25ohm 
(High) and 173mW/25ohm (Low) with 3000mV/47kohm (High) 
and 2500mV/47kohm (Low). These fi gures suggest the HA-2 
has more than enough clout to drive any sane headphone 
to palpably insane levels [see Graph 1, below] while the low 
output impedance (a steady 1.3-1.4ohm, including cables, 
regardless of gain setting) also promises a uniform system 
response with a signal loss of just 0.35dB. In practice, the 
response reaches way out to 100kHz with a mere ±0.1dB 
variation and down to –0.2dB/20Hz and –3dB/5Hz. The bass 
boost function offers a +5dB lift centred on 40Hz but extends 
well into the upper bass [see dashed trace, Graph 2 below]. 

Via the USB input the maximum output is 840mV and 
2710mV at 0dBFs via Low and High gain settings respectively, 
and with a best-case A-wtd S/N ratio of 96.8dB. Distortion is a 
uniformly low 0.001-0.0026% from 1kHz-20kHz but increases 
at low frequencies, via all inputs, to 0.06%/20Hz and 0.25%/5Hz 
– loaded or unloaded [see red infi lls, Graph 2]. Digital jitter is 
as low as we’ve seen from a portable USB DAC at 160psec, a 
performance assisted in no small measure by Oppo’s choice 
of the jitter-busting ES9018 DAC from ESS. Readers may view 
comprehensive QC Suite test reports for Oppo’s HA-2 USB DAC/
headphone amplifi er by navigating to www.hifi news.co.uk and 
clicking on the red ‘download’ button. PM

OPPO HA-2

Maximum output (re. 0dBFs into 47kohm) 3.01V (High Gain)

Max. power output (re. 0dBFs into 25ohm) 173mW (Low)/277mW (High)

Output Impedance (20Hz-20kHz) 1.3-1.4ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBFs / 0dBV) 96.8dB (USB) / 98.1dB (Line)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, re. 10mW) 0.00085–0.065%

Freq. resp. (20kHz/45kHz/90kHz, 25ohm) +0.1 to –0.0dB/–0.3dB/–0.1dB

Stereo separation (20Hz-20kHz) 105dB to 98dB

Digital jitter (24-bit/48kHz) 160psec

Dimensions (WHD) 68x157x12mm

ABOVE: 3.5mm sockets for headphones 
and line out sit on top – the latter also 
doubling as the line input. The USB A and 
micro B connectors are beneath

ABOVE: Continuous power output vs. distortion into 
25ohm ‘headphone’ load (Low Gain, black; High, red)

ABOVE: Freq. resp. (black; bass boost, dashed) from 
5Hz-100kHz into 25ohm and distortion versus 
frequency (red, 1V; shaded, 40mW) from 5Hz-40kHz


