
Lighting Fundamentals: Four Factors to Consider When Selecting Workplace Lighting
While the benefits of natural light, such as enhanced 
mood, reduced stress, and circadian rhythm support, 
are well known and widely advocated, daylight is only 
one aspect of effective workplace lighting. Creating a 
well-lit environment also involves evaluating several 
other important elements, including these four factors: 

1.	 Beyond Daylighting: What ’s the Function? 
Natural light streaming into the space through 
windows, skylights, or glass partitions is just 
one of several potential light sources that can be 
designed for a space. Other types include:
•	 Ambient Lighting: A general overhead lighting 

source that provides uniform illumination 
throughout a space.  Ambient lighting is 
critical for normal functions in the space and 
may often serve as a primary light source 
individual task work.

•	 Task Lighting: Focused fixtures for detailed 
work. Task lights are often associated with an 
individual’s workspace or designed to facilitate 
clear illumination for a specific work function.

•	 Accent Lighting: Decorative elements that 
enhance aesthetics, highlight architectural 
features, and create visual interest.

•	 Emergency Lighting: Always-on systems 
that ensure safe evacuation and visibility 

during power outages. These fix tures are 
designed to provide a required-minimum 
illumination level even when other light 
sources  in  the  space  are  turned  o f f .  

2.	 Color Temperature: Setting the Right Tone. 
Measured in  degrees of  Kelv in  (K ) ,  co lor 
temperature influences the mood, ambiance, and 
aesthetic of a space as much as its function:
•	 Warm lighting (2700K–3000K) features yellow-

orange tones and is ideal for break rooms, 
lounges, and relaxation areas. It promotes 
comfort and calm.

•	 Neutral white lighting (3500K–4100K) is 
balanced and versatile ,  and as such, is 
commonly used in general office spaces. It 
supports alertness and visual clarity without 
being overly harsh.

•	 Cool daylighting (5000K–6500K) has a bluish 
hue to fully enhance focus and visibility, 
making it ideal for labs, production floors, and 
detail-oriented environments.

 
Modern LED fixtures often come with selectable 
color temperatures, allowing flexibility during 
installation or future adjustments. This adaptability 
can affect how a space is perceived and used.
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3.	 Color Rendering Index (CRI): Seeing True Colors. Rated on a scale from 0-100, the CRI measures how 
accurately a light source reveals the true colors of objects compared to natural sunlight:
•	 90+ CRI: Anything above 90 is excellent for color accuracy and is therefore ideal for spaces where visual 

fidelity is critical, such as design studios, galleries, or retail environments. However, lights with this high 
of a CRI generally will be more expensive.

•	 80–89 CRI: Acceptable for most office and commercial settings, lights at this range provide good color 
clarity without the premium cost of ultra-high CRI fixtures.

CRI is often overlooked, but it plays a vital role in how we perceive our surroundings. Poor color rendering 
can lead to eye strain, misjudgment of materials, and even reduced satisfaction with the workspace.

4.	 Lumen Output: Balancing Brightness and Distribution. Lumen output refers to the total amount of visible 
light emitted by a fixture. It is a key factor in helping a space be lit appropriately:
•	 Too few lumens can lead to eye fatigue, headaches, accidents, and reduced productivity.
•	 Too many lumens, especially without proper distribution, can cause glare and discomfort.
 
The goal is to match the lumen package to the function of the space while ensuring even distribution. For 
example, the lumens in task lighting should provide focused illumination for precision work, while those in 
ambient lighting should offer general visibility without creating shadows or hotspots. The lumen package 
and lighting layout should be designed together to properly illuminate workspaces while eliminating both 
glare and shadowing.

More Than Just a Utility
Lighting is more than a utility...it is a powerful design tool that shapes how we experience and interact with 
our environment. Thoughtful integration of function, color temperature, CRI, and lumen output allows lighting 
to do more than just illuminate: It transforms a space into one that is comfortable, engaging, and supportive 
of employee well-being.
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