
The O2 Headphone Amplifier (JDS Labs Version) 

A subjective view of an Objective amp!!  

I’ve heard so much about this amp and the builder along with his 

claims as to how his own design is supposed to be so much better 

than other designs and is based on stock parts etc. It certainly got 

people discussing it and ever since reading about it on his blog, I 

have been very curious. 

There is a supplier in the UK as well as the USA  If you’d rather get 

it in the UK, then Oliver puts them together at http://epiphany-

acoustics.co.uk/products-page/headphone-amplifiers/ehp-o2-

portable-headphone-amplifier/ 

Features of the amp: 

2 high capacity 280mAh rechargeable batteries. This offers significant performance gains over a 

single battery design by doing away with a 'virtual ground'. 

2 gain stages – one before the potentiometer and one after: 

 Lower distortion by tailoring the output stage to have higher feedback. 

 Significantly reduced Johnson Noise by placing the first gain stage before the potentiometer. 

 Allows for optimal op amp and component choice in each stage to suit it for its specialised role. 

 The output stage uses 2 optimised op amps in parallel to increase current delivery capabilities, 
allowing the EHP-O2 to drive any headphone on the market to its fullest extent. 

Ultra low output impedance to ensure accurate reproduction of the entire frequency range with any headphone 
impedance available. 

In built power management circuit: 

 The EHP-O2 can be left on AC power indefinitely with no risk of overcharging or other damage. 

 Protects headphones from DC offset and unexpected faults. 

1 x analogue input 

1 x headphone output 

2 gains settings to optimise the amplifier for your specific headphones. 

Comes with an AC adapter suitable for your region, a 1.2m mini jack to mini jack cable and self adhesive feet. 

Technical Specifications: 

 THD @ 1kHz: 0.0017% 

 Noise level (ref 400mV): -105dB 

 Power output @ 33Ω : 641mW 

 Crosstalk: 65dB 

 Channel balance: 0.6dB 

 Output impedance: 0.5 Ohms 
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 Battery life: up to 11 hours 

 Dimensions (W x H x L): 108.5mm x 30mm x 82mm 

The gain arrangement had me curious with the first gain 

stage being before the potentiometer. There is the possibility 

of distortion happening at all volumes if the input is a bit on 

the high side. In fact, when I got the amp, there is a warning 

about this on the instructions and it says that if distortion is 

heard, then make sure that the amp is on low gain and 

plugged in. This is an old idea that helps to lower noise levels 

a lot so this amp should be fine with a 16 ohm iem as well as 

a 250 ohm headphone. Quite a claim. 

So, the origin of the one I have is JDS Labs and is marked nicely as such. It’s an odd shaped amp; 

slightly bigger than most portable amps with the controls on the ‘width’ of the box rather than one 

of the narrow ends. This makes the depth quite shallow but it’s wide. 

With the extra width on the front, all sockets fit there. From left to right, you have the AC power in, 

on/off switch, headphone output, Vol pot, gain switch and the input on the right. The box is a solid 

thing and could be run over by a car and still survive. The back has four screws for the plate and the 

batteries are in there. Mine were already in, but I believe that when you need to change them, the 

board will need to be slid out since the terminals to the board are fixed and not on wires. The 

batteries don’t rattle when you shake it. 

For me, whatever is inside the amp is overshadowed at first by the external features. What I mean 

by that is that even a simple CMoy works well and even better if things on the front panel are right. 

This is perhaps nothing to do with the designer, but the builders. For instance, I like to see good, 

smooth sockets for the plugs. These are continually used 

and cheap ones can play up. On the one that I have, the 

sockets are not brilliant if I’m honest.  

My feeling is that a few more coppers should have been 

spent on the sockets. I like a positive ‘click’ when the plug 

goes in and these don’t ‘click’. They feel a little ‘soft.’ Having 

said that, the volume pot is lovely and smooth. No play in its 

action and a really positive feel. My own preference would 

be for a bigger knob so more movement is needed for small 

adjustments, but it works really well in all honesty. On/off and gain switches are nice. They’re spring 

loaded and feel good. 

Another slight oddity is the placing of the charging socket on the front. Also, there is absolutely no 

indication as to whether it’s charging or not. There is no indicator light and I miss that little bit of 

feedback. It’s reassuring to know that the amp is connected. 

Turning on gives a very minor ‘click’ into the headphone if it’s connected and turn off a mild ‘bump’. 

Nothing ferocious though. There are no noises using the volume pot up and down, fast so and it 



feels like a good quality one. There is absolutely no noise whatsoever from the amp while switched 

on. It is black to say the least. 

I used it with Ipods and found low gain to be absolutely loud enough. At low power it’s 2.5 gain and 

high is 6. Noise levels rise at 6 according to the instructions and they advise keeping it on low if 

possible. Low power is plenty. The volume that this amp develops is quite huge in comparison to any 

other portable amp that I have. The most difficult load I have is the T40 and it drives that fine at 2.5. 

I can also use 6, but 2.5 is enough. It doesn’t ‘droop’ on large transients either. (on new batteries) I 

have yet to run the batteries down and see whether this affects the attacks, but if anything will show 

it, the T40 will. 

So first impressions of it are mixed in that the build from JDS may need better sockets but the amp 

itself produces one heck of a lot of power with no noise at all. 

First impressions of the sound were also surprising to me. I was told and had read that it was a ‘thin’ 

sounding amp. That’s not exactly what I was getting. I felt that the bass hit quite well in actual fact. 

It’s not a massive bassy sound, but there’s plenty of impact and to me, because of its power, it felt 

and sounded like a mains amp. Much bigger than it is. So there’s a lot of power and it easily drives 

the Senn  HD650, Fostex T40 which is quite nice since the Senns like a good voltage and the Fostex a 

lot of current. 

Generally, most amps are pretty close and you don’t see too many bad ones. This sounds as good as 

any other amp, so I decided to do a direct comparison with the Neco amp. That showed that the O2 

is way up in terms of power but it also has a slightly different sound signature to the Neco with 86** 

op amps. The Neco has slightly more in the middle but the O2 seems to have more weight. I’m not 

certain if that’s because I needed to adjust the volume to be slightly higher on the O2 in order to get 

a good ‘presence’ and so had to up the Neco to match. Got me thinking that perhaps the Neco is 

better at lower volumes and the O2 slightly higher in order to get a good ‘focus’ on the sound. 

There’s no doubt that it is a very good amplifier and I ‘think’ I prefer it to the Neco. Whether that’s 

because of its power output, I’m not sure. It just feels as though it has more authority to me and is 

more like a full sized amp in sound/volume. 

The one I have is on loan so in two weeks time, I’ll have to decide whether I want to buy one for 

myself. I do think that it is worth the money and if you’re handy, you can save money and correct 

those cheap sockets at the same time. I think I’d change those. It costs about £95 and I guess there’s 

also import tax on it if it comes from the USA. I still think it’s worth it in comparison to the Neco 

which is at the same price. It doesn’t seem to worry about what headphone is attached and it does 

indeed seem to disappear when you start listening to music, which is what a good amp is supposed 

to do; except this amp sounds good perhaps because of its design rather than having lots of 

expensive bits inside. 

The designer is very open about it and circuit diagrams are available although I think that he insists 

on certain things being done according to the design by any companies selling it. (like Epiphany) I am 

puzzled about the charging arrangements where the designer says it’s safe to leave it on charge 

when not using it, or even while using it, since you’d expect the battery life to perhaps be shortened 

by this ultimately; only time will tell. 


