
BECOME ENLIGHTENED WITH LIGHTING 

Creating the Right Mood and Peak Functionality for Your Spaces 

 

 

For all the time, money, and effort spent to make interior spaces work for our 

intended use, we often miss the most important element—lighting. Oh, we all provide 

lighting for our spaces—obviously we have to, in order to see. However, good lighting is 

so much more than just being able to see. Lighting is actually THE most important aspect 

of a space, contributing to the efficiency of the space, the selling power of the space, and 

the desired overall mood of the space. Nothing in the built environment so affects the 

individuals within as the lighting.  

Lighting affects the user of the space psychologically, in how one feels within the 

space, and physically, in how one performs within the space. It affects the surface 

materials used in the space, as it has the ability to hide or accentuate textures and enhance 

or deaden colors.  It affects the architecture of the space by enhancing the drama, 

quaintness, or starkness of the architecture, both in highlighting the architectural 

elements, and in the various light levels used to help create the “style,”  and show the 

colors and textures. 

Only 4% - 5% of a total office building project, and about 20% of a residential 

interior project goes to lighting. So why is it generally overlooked and underrated?  

Quite simply, it’s not a problem of quantities needed and engineering. And it’s not a 

problem of decoration, which is concerned with the aesthetics of the fixtures. It is a 

biology problem—for the people who will use the space. As such, it is a “design” 

problem to determine how best to use light. The entire space and the scope of use must 

be analyzed, asking such questions as:   

What is the intended mood of the space?  

What are the adjacent areas, what are their purposes, and how should the     

transitions be handled?  

What are the ages of the users?  

What architectural features should be emphasized and what should be hidden? 

What are the technical constraints and challenges?  



  

 

 

 

 

This paper will explain the following issues involved with lighting a space:  

1) What actually is light? What are its characteristics? 

2)  What factors the human eye uses to categorizes light 

3) Health effects of lighting 

4) Pros and Cons of daylighting 

5) True Stories of lighting problems and solutions 

 

A few rules about lighting: 

 Without getting into a technical discussion considering the general purpose of this 

paper, the following are a few rules about light that you may wish to bear in mind: 

 Lighting is a ray; it does not bend around corners. Keep this fact in mind 

when you layout where light sources/fixtures are to be placed. 

 Our eye sees only reflected light and transmitted light.  

 Our eye sees luminance (how dark or light something appears). 

 Our eye sees chromatic contrast (color).  

 

 

What is light? How do we characterize it? 

• Light is electromagnetic energy. Radiation is emitted when atomic particles 

vibrate. 

 

• All radiant energy travels at the same speed; individual types of energy are 

identified by the frequencies of their wavelengths or vibrations.  

 

• The “Visible Spectrum” (radiation that we see) are those same colors we see 

when rain particles fragment a beam of sunlight, causing a rainbow….the same 



colors we see through a prism.  The entire spectrum together creates what we call 

a “white” light, known as “all color.” The total absence of light creates black,  

devoid of all spectrum light colors.  

 

• Lightbulbs create radiation by movement of atomic particles to make “light.” The 

wavelength of the light determines whether the light appears to look cooler 

(purplish, bluish, or greenish light) or warmer (red, orange, yellow light).  

Beware of using light bulbs that are both cool and warm in one area; an 

“jarring” effect is the outcome. Match the light to the environment and 

the psychology desired. (More on “mood” lighting further in this paper.) 

 

• Color temperature of a lightbulb measures the “color” of the light in a term called 

degrees Kelvin. 0 degrees kelvin is black/no light. The orange-red flame of a 

candle is approximately 2000 degrees Kelvin; daylight (blue) is approximately 

4200 degrees kelvin. Color temperature has no relation to heat or touch.  

 

• Lightwaves can be reflected off a surface (particularly a smooth surface), 

allowing us to “see the color of the surface,” but that surface has to reflect the 

same type of color as the lightsource color, or the color we see will be distorted. 

Here’s a true example of this principle: 

Janie (name changed) came up to me after one of my workshops and 

asked if I’d come over to see what to do with her new expensive dining 

room chairs. The upholstery had somehow faded or turned murky colored 

after buying the chairs, and she wondered what could be done to restore 

it; she had purchased them because of the gorgeous purple fabric. My first 

question to her was, “Janie, are you using incandescent light fixtures like 

the balloon shaped screw in type you grew up with?” Sure enough, she 

was, and the warm color of the incandescent bulb (about 2700 degrees 

Kelvin) was opposite on the color wheel of the cooler blue-purple 

upholstery color. Basically, the lighting created a sickly gray appearance 



to the fabric. Using a cooler full spectrum white light of 3500 degrees 

Kelvin bulbs solved the problem…….. for just a few dollars.  

Businesses and homeowners, apply the principle above to enhance the finishes of your 

own spaces. Use of full spectrum lightbulbs will help immensely. 

 

Human Health & Performance with Light  

For enhanced personal function and efficiency, think cooler Kelvin 

degrees (higher numbers). People actually become more efficient when we are 

working with a cooler light as opposed to a warmer light. The coolest light we 

have is natural daylight. There is no substantive, repeatable data that daylight is 

healthier than manufactured light, but there is definite evidence that people need 

very high levels of either daylight or manufactured light to prevent S.A.D., 

Seasonal Affective Disorder, a depressive condition caused by low levels of light 

particularly in geographical areas with frequent cloudy or dim skies.  

It also has been proven that individuals are more functional and think 

better with a view beyond their workspace or a view to the exterior. Today, we 

spend 80% of our time inside; we need to connect with nature.  Current 

technology has created an “up close” task field, that will weaken eyesight if not 

given a break frequently by looking out at a distance.  

 

Daylight and Design  

However, do not think of daylight as a “free source of light.” It must be 

modified to be useable. Light is measured by the light given off by one candle, 

termed a “footcandle.” Humans need about 30 footcandles of overall or ambient 

light, and about 50-75 footcandles of light for the various tasks we perform. With 

our western daylight giving off approximately 10,000 footcandles of light (8000 

footcandles in some other areas of the country), we get glare, task washout, heat, 

veiling reflections, and eye-straining adaptation when looking from the bright 

window to the darker interior.  

A few window modifications include shading controls such as glass 

tinting, building baffles, solar shades, overhangs, frits, blinds, draperies, etc. 



Room finishes should be planned so as not to cause reflected glare. Room colors 

lessen adaptation eye-strain, and window placement itself can work wonders to 

eliminate problems such as harsh western heat and light in summer. Clerestory 

windows have distinct advantages as the light penetrates into the interior farther 

than lower windows, with less glare than lower windows, yet without the heat of a 

skylight that has the direct sunlight coming down into the interior.  

 

Some Thoughts on Lighting Problems: 

 If men shave their chins and women put make-up on their faces, why does much 

of the bathroom lighting best light the top of our head! 

 We spend a considerable amount of money on our landscaping, yet often at night 

when looking outside, all we see is the reflected interior on the windows at which 

we are looking to the outside! 

 Why is it that some ceilings have a swiss cheese effect from so many ceiling 

“holes” holding recessed lighting?  

 

True Stories/Case Histories of  Lighting Problems:  

STORY #1:   In my workshops, I often give a true story of an outstanding 

executive administrative assistant who recently began developing 

headaches and nervousness at work. She said she liked her position and 

had no personal problems to cause the headaches, etc.  Her superiors 

thought the job was getting too much for her to handle, and had thoughts 

of replacing her. But that would be a very difficult task as she had always 

performed so well.  I was brought in for an ergonomic evaluation, as that 

was the only other alternative that could be considered “fixable.”  

Although I perform hundreds of ergonomic evaluations, I could 

find nothing wrong. Then, as I stepped back and thought about the 

headaches and nervousness, I began to wonder about the lighting. Few 

people stare intently into each light fixture in an area! But that was my 

role at the moment. Indeed, when I did, one fixture seemed to have an 

almost indiscernible flicker. This flicker had possibly been occurring every 



few seconds, unnoticed for months. This employee was the only one that 

was in it’s vicinity, becoming headachy and jittery as hour after hour, day 

after day, week after week, this flicker continued.  

For a few dollars to replace the faulty ballast, a very valuable 

employee was once more performing at her typical efficiency. 

 

 

STORY #2: Recently I went to a medical office for some consultation on new flooring. 

As I wandered around inspecting wear areas in the existing carpet, the 

front desk employees were joking about getting tired by afternoon, even on 

slow days when it was somewhat boring. A woman complained about heat, 

joking about her age. But I doubted that the heat had anything to do with 

her age, or that the other employees at the front desk got worn out on slow 

afternoons because of boredom. 

The reception station had a dropped ceiling for dramatic effect, 

with halogen lights in recessed (round, can-type) fixtures. When the 

renovations were to be done to the office, I suggested extending the 

dropped ceiling (with it’s light fixtures) about three feet out into the 

waiting area as a canopy. This kept the glare of the bright light off of the 

paperwork of the employees, as well as move the heat from the halogen 

bulbs from being directly above them. Now they are a lively bunch! 

In Summation:  

Lighting can create our spaces—just as we dream of them being. It can 

give us a feeling of coziness (which is great for a restaurant or parts of our home); 

it can give us a feeling for partying—or working; it visually makes a space larger 

or smaller. It allows us an intimate space, or a public space. It enhances the 

architecture and finishes, as well as hide the unwanted elements of the space.  To 

get the desired results, we need to address where to direct the light, what type of 

light bulb we use, what type of baffle, what type of ballast, what type of fixture, 

and how to handle light without creating glare.  



Two weeks ago, I met with a woman owner of a Travel Agency, a 

Ms. “X.” I was recommended to her by another business-owner; Ms. “X” 

needed some help with the lighting in her office suite. She sure did!! But 

what was most confusing to her, was that lighting needs to be installed 

with a design for the LIGHT itself, not the fancy fixtures. Fancy fixtures 

are Decoration, Aesthetics—and we all like good aesthetics around us. 

But THAT isn’t what makes a space functional nor creates a mood. After 

15 years of being awarded in aesthetics, I changed fields to become a 

licensed interior professional—because aesthetics is not enough. We 

absolutely have to address the light itself and where to direct it. ! 

 

 If you are interested obtaining information on how to light your space for better 

functionality and mood, send your name, company name, e-mail address, and phone 

number to: sbreay@breaydesign.com.  
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