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Naim Audio was just a tiny company 
operating out of the back room of a small 
Salisbury hi-fi shop when I first started 

using its components back in the mid-1970s. It 
was always something of a maverick, with its claims 
that amplifier sound quality mattered, its deliberate 
abandonment of the then ubiquitous tone controls, 
and its insistence on using separate external power 
supplies. That it has now grown into Britain’s 
leading specialist hi-fi manufacturer, with 120 
British employees, is a tribute to its early prescience 
(and a few other things besides).
 Perhaps the most important of those early 
principles was that the power supply was at least as 
important as the amplification circuitry, and this 
has remained at the heart of the evolution of all 
Naim products ever since. Which is why a major 
upgrade to many of its power supplies represents a 
very significant potential change.
 Superficially at least the power supplies seem 
to remain largely unchanged. The difference lies 
exclusively in the regulator, which replaces the 
longstanding (and widely used) LM317 integrated 
circuit with discrete component electronics. 
 Based loosely on techniques pioneered in the 
NAP 500 power amp, development of the Discrete 
Regulator (DR) circuitry, using film type filtering 
capacitors and tantalum decoupling electrolytics, 
apparently took two years. The resultant supplies 
are claimed to deliver improved impulse signal 
recovery alongside lower noise – the latter typically 
15dB better in the midband, around 20dB better at 
HF and 30dB in the bass.
 The DR circuitry is now fitted as standard in 
five of Naim’s power supplies – the 555PS, 552PS 
(partner of the NAC552 pre-amp), XPS, SuperCap 
and HiCap. Existing owners can have DR circuitry 
retro-fitted (provided they’re prepared to wait), 
and the implication is that products using them 
will benefit from improved performance without 
further redesign.
 Early on these new supplies have been quite 
difficult to get hold of, such has been demand, but 
I’ve used a NAC552 pre-amp for many years, and 
managed to get hold of a new DR version of its 
552PS power supply within a couple of months. 
As is quite usual with new Naim components, 
initial results were only mildly impressive, but as 
time passes the sound of the pre-amp continues 
to improve. Four weeks on it would be difficult to 
go back to the earlier supply, and I’m told it will 
continue to improve for several more weeks. The 

Discretely Classy
NAIM HAS SPENT TWO YEARS DEVELOPING A DISCRETE COMPONENT 
POWER SUPPLY REGULATOR. HAS THE EFFORT BEEN WORTHWHILE?

PAUL MESSENGER

new supply doesn’t sound dramatically different, 
tonally speaking, but it is clearly better in terms 
of sweetness, dynamic range and ‘out-of-the-box’ 
imaging. A live Prom concert (Sibelius Symphony 
No3) sounded quite exceptional.
 The sonic behaviour of Naim components 
stimulates controversy because the company has 
always prioritised its musical communication 
abilities over sound quality purity. It’s an approach 
that has always made some sense to me, but has 
also alienated some listeners. Indeed, much as 
I like the feature roster of the 552, I’d recently 
been wondering whether it was time to seek out 
something with a purer sonic signature (such as 
the Thrax Dionysus, for example). However, the 
new DR power supply has refreshed the NAC 552 
sufficiently for me to keep it, as it significantly 
sweetens the basic sound quality, improving 
transparency and imaging without compromising 
its fine musical communication skills. (I also value 
its mono, balance, and analogue volume control 
facilities.)
 The advantage of the new DR power supply, at 
least when used in association with the NAC552  
pre-amplifier, is essentially that it substantially 
enhances the cosmetic aspects of its sound quality. 
Indeed, my only criticism of the new power supply 
is that it has a little more mechanical hum than its 
predecessor, though happily it’s still low enough not 
to be intrusive. (Hum is usually a function of the 
transformer example fitted, and its interaction with 
the specific local mains supply waveforms.)
 Pricing for the range is not easy to establish, 
as the various supplies use different numbers 
of DR modules (the 552PS has some fourteen, 
while a 555PS uses seven). The prices for new 
power supplies have perhaps increased by 5-
10%. Upgrading an old supply can be quite 
difficult and costly, so retro-fitting is harder than 
manufacturing from scratch, costing as much as 
£1,500-£2,000 for the 552PS – but I still reckon 
Naim’s service department will be very busy for 
months to come.
 However, do send me the bill; and put me in 
the queue to upgrade my 555PS too! Based on 
552PS experiences, the DR upgrade will be a real 
game-changer for Naim users, adding a genuine 
‘high end’ dimension to already well established 
virtues. Hopefully results with the simpler 
supplies will be similar, but remember to give 
new supplies a few weeks to settle down, as they 
do take time to ‘run in’.
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