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Meet your maker

 It has, to put it mildly, been an interesting 
couple of years for Harman Professional 
Solutions. Barely had the audio manufacturing 
group — which is home to Soundcraft, Studer, 

JBL and Crown, among other iconic brands 

— commenced a major restructuring effort, 
than it was acquired (along with the rest of 
Harman Industries) by Samsung.

As we shall see, the day-to-day impact of 
new ownership appears to have been less 
significant than the outside observer might 
have expected. But there is no doubt that the 
restructuring process has been both painful and 
protracted, not least with the September 2017 
announcement of multiple facility closures and 
650 job cuts.

It is not uncommon for companies 
undergoing such profound changes to offer 
little in the way of public comment while they 
are taking place — or for market perceptions to 
sometimes be affected accordingly. But with 
the vast majority of t he restructure done and 
dusted, Harman Professional management is 
emerging from its relative radio silence, and is 
ready to discuss future plans.

As Brian Divine, senior VP products & 

customer solutions at Harman Professional 
parent Harman International, remarks: “This has 
been a major, multi-year period of change, but 
we now feel we are on the verge of an exciting 
new era…”

Under new ownership
To examine headline news first: the Samsung 
acquisition undoubtedly took many by surprise 
when it was first announced in November 2016 
(the deal closed just five months later). 
However, a cursory look at the specifics soon 
revealed the relevance of Harman technologies 
to its portfolio, not least in terms of automotive 
technologies — a market that is projected to 
grow to more than $100bn by 2025 — 
according to Samsung.

For the professional operations, new 
ownership has brought little in the way of 
turbulence. “The restructure was already 
underway when [the acquisition was 
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announced], and Samsung have been 
extremely supportive ever since,” says Divine. 
“I’ve not seen them come in and interfere in any 
way; quite the opposite, in fact. They have let us 
run the business and provided us with a level of 
support that has been very helpful.”

Looking into the future, Divine sees only 
opportunities with regard to “being able to tap 
into their R&D experience and resources.” He 
also thinks Harman will be able to benefit from 
Samsung expertise as it works to “provide more 
comprehensive solutions, not only on the audio 
side but on the video side as well.”

The seemingly calm transition to new 
ownership must have been welcome given the 
scale  of the restructuring effort that had 
commenced earlier in 2016. Arguably the most 
significant result of the reorganisation has been 
the emergence of three major new Centres of 
Competence (CoCs): Aarhus in Denmark for 
lighting; Richardson, Texas for DSP, software 
and electronics; and Northridge in California for 
acoustics.

“The core idea is that the CoCs will work at 
least 12 months ahead of the product 
development teams,” says Divine. The CoCs will 
continually “take a long-range look at our 
platforms and what we need to allow us to be 
faster and more competitive in the future. 
Ultimately, we would like it to be a matter of 
routine that we have 3-5 year roadmaps in 
place whereby we can establish commonalities 
for innovation and value-adds to the market.”

Where once there might have been a certain 
degree of waste in terms of individual brand 
R&D operations undertaking comparable work, 
there will now be much more of a shared 
purpose. “There will definitely be instances 
where we can reuse similar technologies in 
different products [made by different brands],” 
says Divine.

Prior to this new cross-brand approach, an 
R&D philosophy that was often focused on 
particular hardware “made it difficult to 
maintain our existing portfolio and add new 
items, as we ended up reinventing the same 
things over and over again. But with the new 
CoCs we can effectively short-cut a lot of that 
[duplication]. Of course, there was a significant 
initial investment involved to build up the new 
shared [design and technology libraries], but 
now that they are in place there are tremendous 
opportunities across different platforms.”

And whilst there was that headline-making 
news of major job losses in 2017, Divine says 
that the company has since made in the region 
of 350 new hires. Regarding personnel, the 
group is “in a much more stable position and 
there are no further plans for reductions. If 
anything, we will be looking at where we can 
add further staff as the business changes and 
evolves.”

Studer brand story
As broadcast global sales director at Harman 
International for the last 3.5 years, Mark Hosking 
has been well-positioned to observe the effects 
of recent changes on the Studer broadcast 

console brand in particular. “I manage all the 
teams regionally around the world that are 
focused on broadcast,” he says, adding that he 
has also helped to develop the brand’s profile in 
environments such as “large houses of worship 
where there are [more demanding] monitoring 
and broadcast requirements.”

Like Divine, Hosking highlights the minimal 
impact of the Samsung buyout on recent 
events. “The changes that have taken place are 
the result of a Harman Pro directive [before the 
acquisition] rather than a Samsung one,” he 
says.

Even before the restructure commenced, 
however, Studer had exited its long-term base 
in Potters Bar, Hertfordshire, UK. Manufacturing 
is now based in Hungary, while office and 
administrative functions are centred in the 
Harman Experience Centre in London. Opened 
in spring 2018, the major new facility — located 

at Westside in Hemel Hempstead — contains 
the headquarters for the EMEA region, as well 
as a multi-brand showcase that constitutes the 
latest extension to the growing network of 
Harman Professional Solutions Experience 
Centres that includes facilities in Los Angeles, 
Singapore and Shanghai.

Entirely in keeping with the long-view, 
cross-brand philosophy of the new CoCs, the 
Experience Centres offer the opportunity to 
interact with the latest products and witness 
demonstrations of integrations between 
different Harman Pro brands, including items 
from Studer, Soundcraft, JBL Professional, AKG 
Acoustics, AMX, BSS Audio, Crown 
International, dbx Professional, DigiTech, 
Lexicon Pro and Martin.

Speaking at the time of the London facility’s 
opening, Harman Professional vice-president 
EMEA Chris Smith remarked that “the opening 

/ The Harman Experience Centre has hosted approximately 1,200 unique visitors since opening

/ The Harman Experience Centre in Hemel Hempstead, near London, opened in spring 2018
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of the Experience Centre in London represents 
a major investment in the EMEA region, 
enabling us to deepen relationships with our 
customers and greatly expand our presence 
across critical markets. Not only will the facility 
offer customers the opportunity to experience 
Harman innovation first-hand, it provides our 
staff with a state-of-the-art headquarters that 
will allow us to pursue new opportunities with 
greater speed and efficiency.”

Twelve months after the opening of the new 
premises, Hosking confirms that “it was a big 
move but a good one. The consolidation of the 
business under one roof [in terms of office and 
admin functions] and the Experience Centre 
has been hugely beneficial. In particular, the 
Experience Centre allows us to show the 
maximum number of products and applications 
to a potential customer.” So, for example, a 
customer whose initial enquiry may relate to 
Studer “will have the opportunity to find out 
about our other brands”.

The London centre, he says, has been “very 
well used by the entire team, with something 
like 1,200 unique visitors — a mix of customers, 
partners and integrators — over the past 12 
months. To achieve that level of exposure is 
really exceptional. And we have seen a similar 
pattern with our other, existing Experience 
Centres.”

Indeed, there were nearly 10,000 visitors to 

Harman Experience centres worldwide during 
2018. “There has been a conscious decision to 
invest in the centres, and that has informed the 
decision to pull out of some trade shows,” notes 
Divine. “The entire Experience Centre concept 
has been a boon to the way we do business.”

Brand perception
Hosking does not attempt to underplay the 
impact that the last few years’ developments 
may have had on global brand image. “Of 
course there has been an impact, particularly in 
terms of us closing a number of iconic sites 
— not just for Studer, but for brands such as 
Crown and BSS, too. So there have been some 
big hurdles for people to get over in terms of 
brand perception,” he allows.

Reasonably enough, Hosking says that the 
restructuring had “to reach a position” where its 
aims and Harman Pro’s future objectives could 
be “effectively communicated”. In any case, it’s 
not as if the new launches had stopped 
altogether. Focusing on the Studer brand, May 
2018 brought news of the availability of the 
Studer Vista 5 Black Edition. Building upon the 
Studer Vista 5 M3 mixing console, the Vista 5 
Black Edition incorporates the Studer Infinity 
Core processor, giving users access to Dynamic 
EQ plug-ins and full Core redundancy with up 
to 1,000 MEQs (Mono Equivalent Channels). 

A few months later, at IBC 2018, the 

company announced the introduction of new 
Studer Micro Series V2.0 software for the 
Studer Micro Series of solutions for radio and 
TV broadcast, production studios and ENG/
DSNG. New features to improve the mixing 
workflow and user experience included 
ducking, user access privileges, assignable FX, 
and 19 improvements including VoiceMix 
auto-mixing functionality.

With the new offices and CoCs underpinning 
the brand, Hosking is confident that the 
product development pipeline will become 
considerably more busy. But fresh innovations 
will continue to be underpinned by the 
recognition that “this brand has been around 
for a very long time — 71 years — and it’s an 
iconic name in the pro-audio business. We are 
in a business that is very technologically-driven, 
but it’s also one where people want security of 
investment and to feel confident that their 
products will do the job. That’s something that 
Studer can offer, and after the work of the last 
few years we are now ready to put more meat 
on the bones.”

IP and immersive
Like Divine, Hosking is reluctant to divulge 
much in the way of specific new product plans. 
But he confirms that Studer will be keen to 
keep pace with evolving expectations of 
IP-based broadcast workflows, as well as the 
nascent immersive audio production market. 
While multiple immersive technologies continue 
to battle it out for customer attention, “we will 
try to be as agnostic as possible. We will want 
to be native for these kind of requirements in 
the broadcast chain for IP and the various 
immersive formats.”

With both Lawo and Calrec recently 
announcing new developments in support of 
AES67/ST 2110-based networking and 
immersive audio production, it would be 
surprising if Studer did not have similar priorities 
in mind. For now, Hosking is understandably 
tight-lipped, but is certain that recent changes 
have resulted in an “outstanding base” from 
which to move forward.

He concludes: “With something like IP 
connectivity and network control, there are lots 
of capabilities across the different Harman 
brands. Being able to make the most of those 
technologies and use them to the benefit of 
different feature-sets is going to be very 
advantageous as we look to the future.” 

/ The latest major Studer launch was the Vista 5 Black Edition in May 2018

/ Studer Vista 5 Black Edition features the Studer Infinity Core processing engine

/ The Studer Glacier Series is a highly customizable 
broadcast audio solution with a multi-touch 
graphical user interface
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