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Kitchen Lighting Design
Strategies for creating a functional and beautiful space

BY CAROLYN ANDERSON

hen you ask architects and builders to design lighting for

a kitchen, many will simply pencil in rows of downlights

around the perimeter of the room. While this approach

may cost less and be easier to install, it probably won’t
serve the client’s needs well. Today’s kitchens serve multiple func-
tions, everything from preparing meals to entertaining friends
around the island. Meeting those diverse needs requires a layered
lighting plan. In addition, well-planned kitchen lighting is safer
and can save electricity. And good kitchen lighting doesn’t have to
break the budget.

There are three basic levels of lighting to consider in a kitchen—
ambient, task, and accent—and each serves a different purpose.
There are many options for each level; for the most pleasing and
effective light, the choices should reflect the architecture of the
house and the style of your client.
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The brightness and color for all kitchen lighting is as important
as placement of the fixtures. I recommend using dimmable, ener-
gy-efficient LED bulbs that are 2,700K to 3,000K in color temperature
everywhere in a kitchen. These bulbs emanate warmth. I never
use bulbs above 3,000K and always try to steer clear of fluorescent
bulbs—even CFLs. They don’t provide good-quality light and they’re
toxic when broken. Check the lumens on the bulb packaging for the
equivalence to incandescent bulbs.

AMBIENT LIGHT

Ambient light is the general lighting for the entire kitchen space,
and it should closely mimic the natural daytime light in the
room. When choosing ambient light sources for a kitchen, consid-
er the kitchen size and ceiling height. The bigger the kitchen and
the higher the ceiling, the more ambient light output is required,
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which usually means that more fixtures will be needed.

Fixtures for providing ambient light can vary, and different
sources can be combined to create a pleasing balance. The import-
ant thing is to avoid creating dead zones—areas that are dim, with
little or nolight. At the same time, be conscious of creating hot spots
where light from multiple sources overlaps and creates an overly
bright area. Here are some typical sources for ambient lighting.

Recessed downlights are the most common choice for ambi-
ent kitchen lighting. They’re the most effective type of lighting, al-
though in small kitchens, they should be used judiciously. Recessed
downlights are typically spaced 4 to 5 feet apart, either on a grid or
in a line depending on the kitchen layout and ceiling height (1).

Be aware that recessed downlights often serve double-duty as
task lighting. So positioning of these lights above counters and cab-
inets s critical (more on this later, in the discussion of task lighting).
If downlights are the only ambient light sources, 6-inch-diameter
fixtures that have a wider spread of light are the best choice.

Ceiling-mount fixtures come in either flush-mount models
that attach directly to the ceiling or semi-flush-mount models that
drop a short distance below the ceiling. Either type is a good choice
for an older, smaller kitchen with a low ceiling. In such a kitchen, a
single flush-mount fixture can be placed centrally; or two fixtures
can divide a larger kitchen into thirds.

These fixtures can also work well when supplemented by other
light sources, such as pendants over an island or peninsula. In a
home with low ceilings (7 to 71/2 feet), ceiling-mount fixtures can
provide more comfortable light than downlights. These fixtures
typically have translucent lenses or glass shades that diffuse the
light throughout a room. Downlights, on the other hand, direct a
more concentrated cone of light downward and tend to create un-
even light in kitchens with low ceilings.

The lower positioning of semi-flush-mount fixtures lets more
light reflect from the ceiling, but they work better with slightly
higher ceilings because they hang down lower than flush mounts.

Chandeliers and pendants. For two-story, tray, cathedral,
or pitched ceilings that are 10 or more feet high, chandeliers and
pendants can provide effective ambient light. These fixtures bring
light down to a more human scale in rooms with high ceilings and
are often used to supplement other light sources (2). In addition to
providing light, pendants and chandeliers can be a focal pointin an
otherwise simple design.

For small kitchens, a single fixture may be enough, especially if
supplementing downlights. If the kitchen is very large, two or more
fixtures work well in areas such as over a large island (3). When
multiple pendants are used for ambient lighting, they should be no
less than 6 feet apart and no less than 6 feet from any structure such
as a wall or upper cabinet. The bottom of pendants and chandeliers
should be at least 7 feet above the floor so they don’t block views, and
they should be controlled with a dimmer to be effective for ambient
lighting. The output of these lights should be between 100W to 250W
equivalent, bright enough to light the kitchen when it’s entered.

Wall sconces. When kitchens have free wall space, wall sconc-
es can provide visual relief from overhead lighting and provide
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Recessed downlights are a commeon option for
ambient kitchen lighting (1). A flush-mount light

in the center of the kitchen can work in concert with
pendants over a peninsula (2), or pendants above an
island can provide ambient light on their own (3).
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Fixture Placement for Task Lighting
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The illustration on the left shows the all-too-frequent poor placement of stand-alone ambient downlighting in a kitchen. In this
scenario, the person working at the counter casts a shadow over the work area. On the right, downlights placed much closer to
the wall light up the work area and are supplemented with under-cabinet lights to provide effective task lighting.

pleasant ambient light in the kitchen. Place sconces that are ori-
ented downward at a height of 61/2 feet (assuming a ceiling that is
8 feet or higher). Upward-oriented sconces can be placed at a 6-foot
height. Sconces don’t need a lot of light output to be effective, so use
a 60W equivalent bulb.

TASK LIGHTING
As the name suggests, task lighting ensures ample, focused light
where it is needed for working. Most of my clients love to cook.
When you're working with older clients with older eyes, adequate
lighting for kitchen workspaces is also a safety factor, because of
the range of sharp implements used for many kitchen tasks.

Recessed downlights. Earlier, I said that attention should be
paid to the placement of recessed downlights that are used for task
lighting. These fixtures should be placed 18 to 24 inches out from the
wall to minimize shadows on countertops created by an overhead
light behind the person working there (see Fixture Placement for
Task Lighting, above). This placement means that with 12-inch-deep
wall cabinets, the downlight fixtures should be just 6 to 12 inches
from the face of the cabinet (4).

If they are more than 7 feet high and project out far enough, soffits
above cabinets are a good place for recessed downlighting (5). And
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if the cabinets are white or light-colored, the reflected light from the
cabinet faces will enhance the task lighting. I typically use 4-inch
downlights for task lighting because they produce a more focused
beam of light than the 6-inch fixtures I use for ambient light.
Fixture spacing should be a function of the ceiling height. The
higher the ceiling or soffit, the farther apart the fixtures can be, but
higher output is needed with the light source farther from the work
surface. That said, I usually center lights on upper cabinets so the
fixtures light the interior when the doors are open. Just make sure
that the cones of illumination light the work surface evenly.
Under-cabinet lighting. Though recessed downlights can of-
fer adequate task lighting by themselves, they work best in concert
with under-cabinet lighting, which puts a light source below the
upper cabinets, where small appliances and cooking implements
are often stored and where food is placed as meals are prepared.
The under-cabinet fluorescent fixtures of 20 years ago have been
replaced by low-profile dimmable LED strip lights that create pleas-
ing, warm-colored lighting. Whenever possible, I specify upper
cabinets with a light rail (a 2-inch addition to the lower face frame),
with the light strips directly behind the rail (6). The fixtures I prefer
are 1inch wide and only 1/2inch deep so they aren’t visible to some-
one sitting in the kitchen. Be sure that they provide a minimum

JLC / OCTOBER 2017 37



KITCHEN LIGHTING DESIGN

Downlights are placed in front of the cabinets in the ceiling (4) or in soffits (8) for task lighting. Under-cabinet lights hide behind
a light rail (6). Sconces are a good over-sink option (7). Magnetic switches can activate lights in dedicated-use cabinets (8).

of 60W equivalent light per cabinet. For corner cabinets, I often
use a single puck light instead of a strip, also with 60W equivalent.

Pendant task lighting. Peninsulas and islands often offer the
largest work surfaces in a kitchen, and many islands have prep
sinks. Pendant lights in these areas can be a single fixture or multi-
ple ones, or multiple lights suspended from a single bar. Pendants for
task lighting should be 30 to 36 inches above the countertop height
(66 to 72 inches off the floor) to avoid blocking the view. They should
be placed 24 to 30 inches apart, with each light providing a mini-
mum output of 75W equivalent.

Pendants come in a variety of styles and prices. These fixtures are
often a distinct design feature, so be careful that they blend with the
style of the kitchen. If you're using chandeliers or pendants for am-
bient light in the kitchen, avoid replicating this type of lighting over
anisland or peninsula, to prevent visual competition in your design.
If the kitchen opens into the dining area, make sure the fixtures in
both rooms relate to each other in shape, finish, or style.

Over-sink lighting. For safety reasons, task lighting over the
sink is essential and should never be overlooked or skimped on.
A 4-inch downlight, a pendant (12 inches out from the wall), or a
sconce over a window can serve this purpose equally well (7). 60W
equivalent is fine here.
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Walk-in pantry. If there’s a walk-in pantry in your kitchen proj-
ect, place a downlight or flush-mount light in the pantry, controlled
with a jamb switch or motion sensor. When a homeowner dashes
into the pantry in the middle of preparing a meal, good lighting
makes it much easier to find things. The cost for the fixture and
switch is minimal, and a 60W equivalent should do the trick.

Motion-sensor drawer and cabinet lighting. For high-end
kitchens or for clients with limited vision, motion sensors or mag-
netic switches for certain drawers and cabinets can provide extra
lightin places that are not usually well lit, or where extra light might
be helpful for finding a small item (a typical junk drawer comes to
mind). This type of lighting is also helpful for a dedicated charging
station for mobile devices in a drawer or cabinet (8). A sensor switch
automatically turns the light on when the drawer or cabinet door is
pulled open. These applications don’t require bright light; because of
its low profile, an LED light strip usually works well.

ACCENT LIGHTING

The third level of kitchen lighting, accent lighting, provides depth
to your design and can highlight architectural details or the
homeowner’s special objects. It can also provide low-lighting for a
kitchen after the work is done.
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Lighted glass-front cabinets show off glassware (9).
Light tape mounts behind a cabinet face frame (10)
and glass shelves let light shine through to more
than one level. Uplighting above cabinets creates
a different accent light in the kitchen (11).
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Glass-cabinet lighting. Homeowners often ask for glass panels
in upper cabinets to display their finer glassware and china or their
favorite ceramic objects while keeping them in a safe, clean envi-
ronment (9). Interior cabinet lighting lends depth and dimension
to cabinetry, while what is shown inside adds texture and interest
to the kitchen design.

For this application, dimmable LED light tape or puck lights pro-
vide light inside and at the front of a glass-paneled cabinet. If the
cabinets have face frames, light tape can be mounted behind the
frame to direct the light back into the cabinet (10). For box-style
cabinets without face frames, puck lights are the best option. For
cabinets 36 or more inches wide, use two pucks to cast light onto,
and not behind, the objects inside. Installed one-third of the depth
into the cabinet, these fixtures cast light on the items inside.

Use glass shelving so the lights shine through to more than one
level. Light levels for glass cabinets should be standard output for
light tape and no more than 60W equivalent on the puck light.

Open shelves and uplighting. Lighting on open shelvesisa nice
feature and makes it easier to find things on them. As with under-cab-
inet lighting, adding a stiffener that is at least 11/2 inches wide to
the shelf face lets you hide the light tape behind it. Another nice ac-
cent in kitchens with high ceilings is uplighting over cabinets (11);
light strips can be placed against the wall to wash it with light and
accent the height of the ceiling. Standard-output light tape can be
used for open shelving, but high-output light strips work better
above cabinets and light more of the ceiling.

CIRCUITS AND SWITCHES

Deciding which group or groups of lights will be governed by
which switches and strategically locating those switches can
make or break a lighting design. As you determine the circuits
in the kitchen, always work with a licensed electrician to be sure
that the circuit can handle everything you want to put on it, and
that it’s physically possible to wire the circuits the way you envi-
sion, especially in a remodel.

When establishing circuits for a kitchen, I try to err on the side
of too many circuits rather than not enough. I start by putting the
ambient light on its own circuit. When you walk into a kitchen from
any direction, it should be the first switch you reach for. Pendants
over a peninsula or an island should also be on their own circuit.
These lights can serve multiple functions, so you may want them at
alow level while task lighting over the counters is much brighter.

Whenever possible, I put recessed task lighting over counters
on its own circuit. For large kitchens with workspaces in separate
parts of the kitchen, I often put each area on a separate circuit. If the
kitchen has recessed lighting above an island or a peninsula that
will be used primarily as task lighting, I may combine it with the
countertop lights if the circuiting allows.

I put under-cabinet lights on their own circuit and try to locate
the switches for these lights near their point of use so they can be
turned on easily as work begins. The light over the sink should also
be on its own circuit so it can be as bright as it needs to be for wash-
ing food or cleaning up.
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Accent lighting can be on a dedicated single circuit so all of the
accent lights turn on together. This provides balanced light when
used alone. Lights controlled by motion sensors or magnetic switch-
es, such as in pantry areas or a dedicated-use cabinet, can be on the
same circuit, as they are activated individually.

Switch locations. The one circuit that should be switched at
every entry is the ambient lighting circuit (12). When you walk into
a kitchen from any location, you need to turn on lighting to safely
enter the room. Work with your clients to determine the entry or
entries they are apt to use most commonly. Place switches for the
overhead task lighting at these locations. Gang the switches for the
sinklightand the under-cabinet lights in the same box within easy
reach of the sink (13). Ilike to put a switch for the pendants close to
the island or peninsula, although a three-way switch at the most
common entry is often an appreciated addition.

I find that multiple switch locations for controlling the accent
lighting circuits aren’t necessary. Single switches for those circuits
can be at the most commonly used entry.

Don’t skimp on dimmers. When the kitchen budget is tight,
one of the first things clients scratch off the list is dimmer switch-
es. Dimmer switches—especially those designed to control LED
bulbs—can cost four or five times what regular switches cost, so it
seems like a logical target for reducing costs. But dimmer switches
are something that I insist be included in every project.

Dimmers allow you to tune in the amount of light in one area or
for a particular situation. For example, the amount of ambient light
desired might be different for entertaining guests in the kitchen than
for doing homework at the island. If people in the household have
vision problems, the dimmer switch will allow them to dial up the
task lighting to compensate, or lower it if their eyes are sensitive to
light. Lowering light levels when not needed also saves energy and
money. At these times, a dimmer switch will be worth every cent.

When possible, have the electrician put all the dimmers in one
group of switches (14). This keeps things simple for the homeowner,
especially when multiple switches are placed around the kitchen to
control the circuits. I also have the electrician line up switches in
terms of most common use: Ambient lighting always on the first
switch, then task lighting, and then accent or specialty lighting.

High-tech controls. No discussion of kitchen lighting in this
day and age would be complete without mentioning the specialty
switches and controls on the market. The topic is worthy of an arti-
cle all by itself. Whether or not your clients are tech-savvy, kitchen
lighting systems should be designed for conversion to specialty
controls at some point in the future. These control options include
wireless ones where a single hand-held device can control all the
lighting, window and skylight shades, as well as HVAC and individ-
ual appliances in the kitchen. It’s a good idea to stay on top of these
innovations and to use an electrician who knows how to incorporate
them into the wiring plan.

Carolyn Anderson, an interior designer in Asheville, N.C., who specializes

in kitchens and baths, has been specifying lighting for kitchens for more
than 25 years (carolynandersondesign.com,).
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In a bank of switches at the entry to a kitchen, the
first switch should always control the ambient light-
ing (12). Switches near the sink control over-sink
lights, while adjacent switches are for under-cabinet
lights (13). Keep dimmers together, if possible (14).
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