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There’s life beyond The meTros
Metros are not what they used to be any more – sky-high 
rentals, higher manpower costs, cut-throat competition and 
rampaging inflation are squeezing retailers, putting pressure 
on bottom lines. But many of them have realised that instead 
of crowding the metros, they should look at the vast market 
out there waiting to be tapped – the smaller towns and cities of 
India which already account for more than 70 percent of India’s 
annual e-commerce business.

Many retailers who have dared to make the move have 
pleasantly been surprised by the results and the purchasing 
power of the Indians living beyond the metros. The break-even 
is much easier because of low costs and capital goes much 
further than in the big cities. Companies like Liberty Shoes 
have found that many times, their stores in tier II towns clock 
about as much sales as those in the metros. 

The trick to success in smaller towns is to be aware of the 
different tastes and preferences of the customers and customize 
the product offerings and formats carefully after doing proper 
research of the catchment area. Our cover story this issue 
investigates the issue and discovers many retailers who are 
effectively leveraging the opportunity beyond the metros. 

In a competitive landscape, it is essential for retailers to 
come up with new ideas and concepts to attract customers. 
A few months ago, India’s first retail chain specializing in 
headphones kick-started operations in South India. Steered by 
a young entrepreneur, Raghav Somani, it has already opened 
four outlets in six months and now intends opening one each 
month for the rest of the year. Stay tuned for our future issues 
as we bring you more such interesting concepts and insights 
from the dynamic world of modern retail of India.
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Headphone Zone
Leveraging on its audio-
video accessories 
distribution business, the 
chennai-based Ferrari video 
has opened a retaiL chain 
speciaLising in headphones 
and is pLanning to estabLish 
presence in aLL major 
metros by the end oF this 
year.

By Roshna Chandran

   The Chennai-based Headphone 
Zone is billed as Asia’s first exclusive 
headphones retail brand. It is founded 
by 24-year-old Raghav Somani 
whose family runs Ferrari Video, an 
importer and distributor of audio-
video accessories. Headphone Zone 
since September 2011 has opened 
four outlets. While it runs full-fledged 
stores at the Garuda Mall (190-200 
sq.ft.) and the Royal Meenakshi Mall 
(400 sq.ft.) in Bangalore, the Mantri 
Square (Bangalore) and the Express 
Avenue (Chennai) malls only host 
kiosks. The company is planning 20 
stores all over India by this year end 
through expanding into prime malls 
in tier I cities such as Bangalore, 
Chennai, Hyderabad, Mumbai, Delhi, 
and Kolkata to leverage on its pre-
existing distribution business in these 
locations. Each store generally entails 
an investment of `20–25 lacs.

Upon his return from Singapore a 
few years ago to take over the family 
business, Somani discovered that 
retailers in India had no idea how 
to sell headphones. “This was my 
motivation to drive change in the 
market and give Indian consumers the 
choice and education they deserve,” 
he says. “There is a certain way 
that headphones should be sold and 
choices offered to customers. For 

example, we have 400 headphones 
of Panasonic alone but when 
customers walk into a retail store, 
they have no clue which product is 
meant for what.” Customers look for 
headphones for various purposes – 
for the gym, for mobile phones, for 
watching TV, for laptops, and even to 
wear one to a party. “This is taking 
headphone retailing to a level which 
national electronics chains can never 
match,” says Somani. “For example, 
how many people know that frequent 
fliers should use noise-cancellation 
headphones to block aircraft sounds?”

The Headphone Zone retail stores 
offer over 20 categories of headphones 
for all kinds of listening experiences 
– there are products tailor-made 
for athletes (water-resistant and 
sweat-proof) and women (called the 
Diva collection) as well as for DJs, 
audiophiles, home entertainment, 
mobile phones (both headsets 
and hands-free), and computers. 
The range includes headphones 
with features like wireless, noise-

cancellation, ear-buds, in-ear, light-
weight, clip-type, acoustics-based, and 
so on. The headphone range begins 
from `99 and goes up to a staggering 
`1,30,000! “There are customers who 
have actually bought headphones 
worth `10,000 and even `25,000,” 
Somani says. “But the average 
ticket value is `1,000 to `1,500. On 
weekends, the stores get average 
footfalls of 150 to 200 a day.” The 
margins in the business are typically 
between 20 and 25 percent.

“We have not only stacked up all 
the brands together, but also have 
actually gone out and found out who 
the consumer is and what they are 
coming in to look at. When designing 
our stores, we wanted to maximise the 
space and use very little floor space. 
Thankfully, our products can be 
retailed off the wall. This is probably 
one of the very few categories that use 
the smallest amount of floor space,” 
says Somani.

There are a few specific target 
customers who frequent the 

Distributor of Headphones Turns Retailer

Asia’a first exclusive headphones retail chain plans to open one new store each month in malls
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headphone Zone runs a unique kiosk 
at the mantri square mall in bangalore. 
it has taken 40 feet of wall space at the 
central atrium to create a store. this is 
a format mall planners never thought of 
while designing the property. very few 
people have been able to use this kind 
of space to create a viable retail model. 
“We do not use any floor space – it is 
all just wall space. mall planners never 
thought the space could be used by 
any retailer. they were surprised when 
we told them we will create a store of it. 
We managed to create retail space out 
of empty space which earlier had no 
value,” says somani.

Store on a WallHeadphone Zone stores. The teenagers 
look for “funky” brands with good 
bass for their iPods, MP3 players and 
mobile phones that their moms do not 
mind buying for their birthdays. The 
working adults want headphones for 
their morning commute or the evening 
trip to the gym. Then there are the 
educated and discerning customers 
who walk in with their turn-tables 
and music equipment. Headphones 
for mobile phones are very popular 
because almost everyone listens to 
music on these. The Diva platform is 
popular with women. “They do not 
want a headphone merely to listen 
to music – ultimately they want 
something they can flaunt to their 
friends. Some female customers buy 
different coloured headphones with 
carry cases to wear on different days,” 
adds Somani.

The Headphone Zone stores have 
a demo piece of every headphone 
it sells. Customers walk in and 
spend a half hour trying out various 
headphones on their iPods and MP3 
players, before buying. “We do not 
sell customers anything – they listen 
to all the headphones themselves 
and take a purchase decision. It is 
like selling shoe to a woman – you 
will never be able to convince her 
which one is more comfortable 
because ultimately she will try it 
on her own. It works the same way 
with headphones,” explains Somani. 
As far as brands are concerned, he 
says that Panasonic has a large range 

of headphones which do very well 
because they are specially designed 
for Indian customers. Brands like 
Sennheiser and Skullcandy are picking 
up while Sony remains the mainstay. 
Almost all headphones are imported – 
hardly any is made in India and there 
are no Indian brands except names 
like iBall.

The Headphone Zone is an offshoot 
of our Ferrari Video distribution 
business. “We do not look at this as a 
stand-alone business unit. Headphone 
Zone supports our distribution 
business and it in turn is supported by 
the latter. We do not look at the stock 
as an investment as it has already 
been paid for by our distribution 
business. So it is difficult for me to 
put a quantitative number on ROI as 
we have just opened so many stores 
so quickly,” says Somani. 

He is bullish on the future of the 
business as there is currently no 
other headphone retail chain in India. 
“Once our customers have heard a 
good headphone, it is very difficult 
to go back to a bad one. They always 
come back to ask for something better 
or similar. There is no one else in 
the market to fulfill this need except 
us, so we can take the advantage of 
educating the customer,” says Somani. 

For marketing its brand, the 
Headphone Zone is quite aggressive 
on social media because the kind 
of consumers it is targeting uses 
Facebook and Twitter all day 
long. The Headphone Zone Artist 
Programme picks upcoming brands 

and DJs to endorse them. “We use 
their music at our stores and thus 
promote independent music in 
India. I think the country has very 
little going on in independent music 
but there are many artists out there 
who do not get heard. We give our 
customers the opportunity to listen to 
independent bands and artists through 
our headphones when they come to 
our shop,” says Somani. “We have 
LCD screens at our stores which run 
videos of these budding artists. When 
people listen to their music, they ask 
questions about them and the band 
becomes popular. One such Chennai-
based band called Family Tree carries 
a bucket-load of our headphones 
during their performances and throws 
them into the crowd. This way we use 
independent artists to promote our 
stores. It is not only about promoting 
headphones but also popularising the 
idea of listening to good headphones.”

The company is not immediately 
looking for franchising its stores but 
Somani says they are open to explore 
the idea if an opportunity presents 
itself. “The immediate priority to open 
co-co stores in the major metros, and I 
will spend the rest of the year looking 
for properties in these locations. It 
does scare a lot of people how quickly 
we are opening new stores because 
it is a new idea and concept. But the 
way we look at it, unless we have got 
a certain number of stores already 
running, we will not be able to take 
this unique concept to the people of 
India,” he adds.   

Raghav Somani, Founder, Headphone Zone

Headphone Zone kiosk at Mantri Square Mall 


