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Introduction 

Headphone Buying Tips from Playback:

	 What Buyers Need to Know About Universal-Fit Earphones
	 What Buyers Need to Know About Custom-Fit In-Ear Monitors

On the Horizon: New Earphones Headed Our Way

Universal-fit earphones under $100

Apple In-Ear Headphones
Audio-Technica ATH-ANC23
Denon AH-C551
NuForce NE-700X & NE-700M
Jays a-JAYS Three
Klipsch Image S4i
Koss KDX200 Silver
Koss KDX300 Gold
Sennheiser CX300-II
Skullcandy Smokin’ Buds
Skullcandy Titan
Skullcandy FMJ
Ultimate Ears UE600
Yurtopia Yurbuds

Universal-fit earphones $100–$300
Beats By Dr. Dre Tour
Etymotic Research hf2
Etymotic Research ER-4P
Future Sonics Atrio
HiFiMAN RE-262
Monster Cable Turbine
Monster Cable Turbine Pro Gold
Phiaton PS200
Phiaton PS210i
Phiaton PS20 NC
Phonak Audeo PFE 122

Universal-fit earphones $300 and Up
Klipsch Image X10i
Monster Cable Turbine Pro Copper
Monster Cable Miles Davis Tribute
Sennheiser IE 7
Sennheiser IE 8
Shure SE535
Ultimate Ears TripleFi 10
Westone TrueFit 4

Custom-Fit In-Ear Monitors
JH Audio JH16 PRO
Sensaphonics 2MAX
Ultimate Ears In-Ear Reference Monitors
Westone ES5
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custom-fit in-ear monitors
go to: universal-fit earphones under $100 | universal-fit earphones $100 – $300 | universal-fit earphones $300 and up

For a company whose primary 
products are custom-fit in-ear 
monitors, Sensaphonics has a 

somewhat unusual name; indeed, the 
firm’s full name is Sensaphonics Hearing 
Conservation, Inc.—a moniker that tells 
you a lot about the firm’s core values. 
These folks not only want to build in-ear 
monitors that sound great in the here and 
now, but that will help protect your hearing 
so that you can continue to savor music 
for years to come. But how, exactly, does 
Sensaphonics convert its stated goal 
of “hearing conservation” into practical 
reality? To seek answers, I requested 
a review sample of the firm’s 2MAX in-
ear monitors ($850), which Dr. Michael 
Santucci, the head of Sensaphonics, 
recommended as his firm’s most neutrally 
voiced and therefore most accurate-
sounding model.

The short answer to the question 
regarding hearing conservation is that the 
company builds the custom-fit earpieces 
for all of its in-ear monitors using different 
materials and techniques than most of 
its competitors employ—all with an eye 

toward providing superior noise isolation. 
Sensaphonics forms its earpieces from a 
flexible material called soft-gel, cold-cure 
silicone, whereas most of its competitors 
form earpieces from relatively rigid acrylic 
materials (or in some instances from a 
hybrid combination of acrylic and softer 
materials). According to Dr. Santucci 
and to Sensaphonics production team 
members I spoke with, soft-gel silicone 
is considerably more difficult to work 
with than acrylic from a manufacturing 
standpoint, but it offers compelling 
benefits that make a profound difference 
for the earphone wearer.

First off, soft-gel silicone earpieces 
are firm enough to hold a precise shape, 
yet have enough flexibility or “give” to 
accommodate the natural flexing of the 
wearer’s ear canal and pinna (flexing that 
occurs naturally when listeners move 
their heads, change facial expressions, or 
open or close their jaws, etc.). In contrast, 
hard acrylic earpieces are rigid and do 
not flex. As a result, acrylic earpieces 
are often deliberately made just slightly 
undersize (and are also subtly smoothed 

Sensaphonics 
2MAX  
Chris Martens

overview
Consider this custom-fit in-ear monitor if: 
you would like what is without a doubt one of the 
quietest headphones on the planet (regardless 
of type). As is the case with great loudspeakers 
whose sonic excellence derives in part from 
superior enclosures, the Sensaphonics 2MAX in-
ear monitor offers superior earpieces that block 
out more noise than most competing monitors 
can, in turn letting you hear more musical details 
and nuances for a breathtakingly intimate and 
focused listening experience. As you might 
expect, the 2MAX can be used successfully in 
noisy environments where other monitors would 
be far less enjoyable (because they would allow 
too much background noise to seep through).

Look further if: 
you require absolutely dead-neutral tonal 
balance. The 2MAX does show very slightly 
elevated response both in the mid-bass and 
upper-midrange/lower-treble regions, adding 
a subtle touch of dramatic emphasis that 
complements most types of music. But frankly, 
the 2MAX sounds so much clearer, more 
focused, and—here’s that word again—intimate 
than competing monitors that you might willingly 
overlook its minor deviations from strict tonal 
neutrality.
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the ear-canal section), while JH Audio uses 
solid acrylic earpieces. The difference in feel 
and overall functionality is significant. 

• �Both the ES5 and JH 16 Pro earpieces afford 
a simple, straightforward insertion process 
where you gently rotate the earpieces until 
they seem almost to “snap” into position, 
achieving a very good seal and a comfortable 
fit in the process. What differentiates the 
ES5 and the JH16 Pro are the ES5’s soft-feel 
ear-canal sections, which—once they warm 
up—conform to exact shape of the wearer’s 
ear canal, yielding significantly better noise 
isolation and quieter backgrounds that the 
JH16 Pro can provide.

Westone ES5 vs. Sensaphonics 2MAX ($850)
• The ES5 costs $100 more than the 2MAX.
• �The ES5 is a three-way, 5-driver design, while 

the 2MAX is a two-way, 2-driver design.
• �At first glance, the voicing of the ES5 and 

2MAX seems similar, but careful listening 
reveals certain key differences. 

• �First, the 2MAX offers two regions of mild 
sonic emphasis: a mild rise in the upper bass 
region and an also a mild rise in the upper-
midrange and lower-treble region.  

• �By comparison, the ES5 also offers some 
emphasis in similar (though not identical) 
frequency bands—but a notably lighter touch 
of emphasis in both cases. 

• �The ES5 also offers arguably superior low 
bass performance than the 2MAX and 
noticeably clearer and more extended treble 
response. As a result, the ES5 puts a strong 
bass foundation beneath the music, while 
exhibiting exquisite, “silvery” highs, which 

sound terrific. The only drawback I observed 
is that the ES5, when pushed hard, can show 
an occasionally “spitty” sound on very hard-
edged upper midrange/treble transients. 

• �The bottom line is that the ES5 is the more 
accurate monitor and one that offers a 
certain pristine purity and clarity—especially 
at higher frequencies, while the 2MAX offers 
a somewhat warmer, perhaps more dramatic 
sound that is highly engaging.

• �Resolution levels between the 2MAX’s and 
ES5’s are comparable, though I would give 
the edge to the ES5. 

• �Both monitors offer very quiet backgrounds 
and better noise isolation than models that 
use solid acrylic earpiece, but at the end of 
the day the 2MAX’s are Playback’s reigning 
noise isolation champs. The 2MAX’s ultra-
quiet backgrounds give the Sensaphonics’ 
monitors qualities of intimacy and focus that 
are tough to beat. 

• �One of the biggest differentiators between 
the ES5 and the 2MAX involves the 
construction of their custom-molded 
earpieces. As above, the Westone earpieces 
use a combination of solid acrylic material 
coupled with a separate, thermally sensitive, 
“soft-feel” material for the portion of the 
earpiece that inserts into the ear canal. It 
can take a few minutes for the Westone 
earpieces come up to temperature, at which 
point they achieve a better seal and a more 
comfortable fit. 

• �By contrast, the 2MAX features 
Sensaphonics’ signature cold-cure, soft-
gel silicone earpieces, which are supremely 
flexible and achieve an incredibly effective 

noise-isolation. One catch, however, is 
that it can be tricky at first to learn how to 
properly insert the somewhat rubbery-feeling 
Sensaphonic’s earpieces.

• �The ES5 earpieces in a sense “split the 
difference” between the Sensaphonics and 
JH Audio earpiece designs. On the one hand, 
the Westones have the easy-to-insert, “snap-
into-position” qualities of the all-acrylic JH 
Audio earpieces, while also offering some 
(though not all) of the superior noise isolation 
characteristics that the Sensaphonics’ soft-
gel silicone earpieces provide.
 

BOTTOM LINE
Westone’s ES5 is a remarkably well-balanced 
performer that offers near-neutral tonal 
balance, excellent focus and resolution, 
comfortable fit and very high levels of noise 
isolation. Though not necessarily a spectacular, 
best-in-class performer in any one area, the 
ES5’s broad and well-judged combination of 
virtues is what makes it so appealing.
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