
A kitchen with good bones can still feel flat if the lighting falls short. I have walked into brand-new kitchens where
the cabinetry was flawless and the counters gleamed, yet the room felt tired by late afternoon. The reason was
rarely the tile. It was usually the light, or rather, the lack of a plan for it. When you treat lighting as an
afterthought, you get shadows on the chopping board, glare off the island, and a general haze that flattens colors
and drains energy. When you treat lighting as a building block of kitchen remodeling, you set the stage for every
surface and every task to shine.

This guide is written from years on job sites, not just from manufacturer brochures. I will cover the lighting layers
that consistently deliver, real placement measurements that prevent shadows, the trade-offs between fixtures, and
the control strategies that make a kitchen feel composed morning to night. Whether you are planning a full
kitchen renovation with open ceilings or a quick refresh with retrofit fixtures, the principles stay steady.

What layers of light do in a working kitchen
Most kitchens need at least four layers, each doing something specific for both function and mood. Think of them
as tools, not decoration.

Ambient light makes the room navigable. It fills the space and keeps your eyes from straining as you move
around. In many homes, this comes from recessed lights or a low-profile surface mount. When ambient light is flat
and uniform, people assume the kitchen is adequately lit until they try to read a spice label at the back of the
counter. That is where task light earns its keep.

Task light targets the work zones: counters, sink, cooktop, and island prep area. This is the brightness that removes
shadows under wall cabinets and on your cutting board. Under-cabinet lighting is the most common solution, but
pendants over an island or a lighted range hood also count. The trick is to aim for a task layer that is brighter than
ambient by a noticeable step, with a clean beam and minimal glare.

Accent light adds depth and hierarchy. In a kitchen, it might graze a tile backsplash, highlight open shelving, or
add a soft toe-kick glow that floats the cabinets at night. It is rarely about seeing better. It is about making the
room visually layered so surfaces do not collapse into each other.

Decorative light overlaps with accent, but the purpose is aesthetic presence. A trio of pendants over the island, a
vintage flush mount in a breakfast nook, a small chandelier above a banquette, all count as decorative. These
fixtures can do real work, yet they also serve as jewelry for the room, especially in a kitchen renovation that opens
to living space.

Designers often add a fifth layer, night light, which is a dim path that avoids waking the whole house. A toe-kick
strip or a dimmable under-cabinet channel set at 1 to 2 percent works. I have had clients thank me years later for
this small touch when they have young kids or late shifts.

Brightness, color, and quality that your eyes will notice
Not all lumens feel the same. Two kitchens can have similar measured brightness and still feel different if the light
quality is poor.

Color temperature. For most kitchens in North America, a consistent 2700 to 3000 Kelvin range works across
morning and evening. At 2700K, the light is warmer and flattering on wood and natural stone. At 3000K, it is a
touch crisper, better for white cabinetry and cool-toned quartz. Mixing 2700K pendants with 4000K under-cabinet
strips is a fast way to make a room feel disjointed. Keep it consistent unless you have a deliberate reason.



CRI, or color rendering index, affects how tomatoes, greens, and skin tones look. Aim for 90 CRI or higher. Budget
LED tape with an 80 CRI rating often makes food look gray and dulled, even if the space is technically bright.
High-CRI lighting costs a bit more but pays back every time you cook.

Dimming range and drivers. Not all LEDs dim smoothly, and flicker hides until installation day. Specify 1 percent
dimming when possible, and confirm that the fixtures, drivers, and controls are compatible. Leading-edge dimmers
that once worked with incandescent lamps can cause pops, low-end dropouts, or a shimmer with LED drivers. Pro
tip from the field: order one sample fixture and test it with your selected dimmer before you commit to dozens.

Brightness targets. A practical rule is to aim for 30 to 50 foot-candles on counters for task work, 10 to 20 foot-
candles in general circulation, and 5 to 10 foot-candles for accent or night scenes. You do not need a light meter
to get close. If your under-cabinet lights deliver roughly 200 to 450 lumens per linear foot, and your counters are
not dark matte black, you will land in a useful zone. For ambient recessed lights, plan around 600 to 900 lumens
per downlight in an 8 to 9 foot ceiling, adjusting quantity and spacing to avoid scallops.

Where the light should go, zone by zone
Planning by zone prevents that classic mistake of positioning can lights directly over the back edge of the counter,
which throws a shadow from your head right where you chop.

Perimeter counters. Recessed lights that are meant to serve counters should be placed so their light cone lands
near the front third of the counter, not the wall. In an 8 to 9 foot ceiling with 4 or 5 inch aperture downlights, the
center of the can often lands 20 to 26 inches out from the wall. That distance varies with beam spread. Narrow
beams need to be pushed out a bit more, wide beams can sit closer. Under-cabinet lights are still the best task
layer here. They defeat the shadow your body casts, no matter how perfectly you place the ceiling lights.

Islands. Decide what the island will do most of the time. If it is heavy prep, pendants with diffused shades or high-
quality spots with a wide beam are ideal. Mount pendant bottom edges 30 to 36 inches above the counter. That
range lets you see across without a fixture blocking the view. If you have an induction top in the island, pick
fixtures with sealed tops or easy-to-clean finishes to deal with vapor. For a single large fixture, center it on the
prep area rather than the middle of the island if the sink occupies one side.

Sinks. A single recessed light centered over the sink front edge, not the drain, does the job. In a typical 24 inch
deep sink cabinet with a 10 inch offset from the wall to the faucet centerline, a recessed can centered 12 to 16
inches in front of the wall often backlights your hands well. If a window lives above the sink, a small recessed or a
simple surface mount tucked forward keeps nighttime glare off the glass.

Cooktops and ranges. An integrated range hood light is, frankly, underperforming in many budget models. A
better hood with 400 to 600 lux at the cook surface changes the experience. If the hood cannot deliver, aim a pair
of recessed lights just in front of the hood face, spaced to avoid casting harsh double shadows on pots. Verify
clearances so you do not cook the trim.

Pantry and tall storage. Shallow pantries love vertical lighting. LED channels integrated into face frames with
diffusers make labels easy to read. In freestanding pantries, a motion-sensing puck or a small strip light across the
top back can be enough, just avoid leaving the LED driver buried where you cannot service it.

Breakfast nooks and dining ends. Treat these as mood spaces. A dimmable pendant, 2700K, on its own zone
switch, gives you breakfast brightness and late-night calm without blasting the whole kitchen.

Pathways and toe-kicks. Toe-kick lighting proposed as an accent ends up being the most used night light in many
homes. Place a low-lumen, high-quality strip in an aluminum channel with a diffuser. Tie it to a wall dimmer or



motion sensor. If your house has pets, set the motion hr-di.com sensor timeout a minute or two longer than you
think, or you will be distracted by constant on-off behavior.

Fixture choices that age well
Every fixture promises a clean look in a catalog. In reality, fixtures collect dust, yellow if cheap, or hum if paired with
the wrong dimmer. A few patterns hold up over time.

Recessed downlights. Smaller apertures, 3 or 4 inch, provide a more modern look and tighter beam control. In an
8 foot ceiling, a 4 inch fixture with a 40 to 50 degree beam serves counters without hot spots, provided you space
them 4 to 5 feet apart. In a 9 or 10 foot ceiling, consider 5 inch or a slightly higher lumen package to avoid adding
too many cans. Use IC-rated, airtight housings in insulated ceilings, and wet location trims for fixtures within the
splash zone of a sink.

Under-cabinet lighting. Continuous LED channel with a diffuser wins on evenness and glare control. Puck lights
create pools and scallops. If you want a vintage look, fine, but for actual cooking, a linear bar or tape in an
aluminum channel reads cleaner. Place the extrusion toward the front of the cabinet underside, not the back, to
keep light on the working area. Hardwired versions with remote drivers tidy up outlets and avoid cord clutter. If
you must plug in, at least align outlets inside upper cabinets and drop short leads to the fixtures so you do not
see cords along the backsplash.

Pendants. Fabric shades warm up a room but hold cooking residue. Glass is easy to wipe but can glare if you pick a
clear globe with a bright bare LED. Frosted glass or opal diffusers are forgiving. Two larger pendants usually look
calmer than three small ones over a standard 7 to 9 foot island. If your island runs 10 to 12 feet, three is fine with
24 to 30 inches between fixture edges. Run the junction boxes centered on the island width if possible, or use a
track canopy that allows fine-tuning.

Track and monopoint systems. Useful in lofts with concrete ceilings where recessed cans are not an option. Low-
profile tracks with adjustable heads can do both task and accent duty. Keep beam spreads wide to avoid a
museum feel.

Toe-kick and cove strips. Buy high-CRI strips with a verified bin for color consistency. A cheap strip that drifts
green will make white cabinets look sickly next to better fixtures. Always set strips in a channel with a lens to limit
LED dotting on glossy floors.

In-cabinet lights. They are more about delight than duty, but they help in deep, dark cabinets. Hinge-activated
mini lights that come on when you open a door feel premium without much cost, provided you have a handy
circuit.

Placement math that saves you from shadows
I have seen rules of thumb that say space recessed fixtures the same number of feet as half your ceiling height in
feet. That gets you in the ballpark for ambient light, not for task lighting. Here is a more reliable way to think
about spacing and setback.

Setback from walls for perimeter task cans. Take your ceiling height in inches, multiply by the tangent of half your
beam angle, and you get the horizontal throw from fixture to target. If math in the field is not your thing, do a
quick sketch. With a 9 foot ceiling and a 50 degree beam, half-angle is 25 degrees, tangent is roughly 0.47, so 108
inches times 0.47 gives you about 51 inches of throw to the center of the hot spot. If you want that on the front
third of a 25 inch deep counter, your can center wants to be roughly 25 to 28 inches out from the wall. You can
shift in a few inches if you are using a wall washer trim that spreads light down the splash.
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Spacing for ambient cans. Over-islanding with too many downlights is common. In an 8 foot ceiling, a 4 inch, 700
lumen fixture with a 60 degree beam can be spaced 4.5 to 5 feet on center for general fill, accounting for
overlapping beams. If you plan under-cabinet task lights, you can space ambient cans wider, relying on that lower
layer to do the heavy lifting where you chop and stir.

Pendants over an island. For two pendants, leave about one third of the island length open at each end and center
the pair on the remaining middle third. For three, place the outer two centered on the first and last quarter of the
island length, then center the middle one. This avoids that crowded bowling alley look.

Under-cabinet channels. Mount near the front rail underside, set back about 2 inches from the cabinet face to hide
the lens from seated sightlines. Tie to a clean route for wire management so you do not see cord shadows on light
stone.

Controls, scenes, and everyday usability
Light without control feels blunt. I like to give a kitchen at least four controllable zones: ambient cans, under-
cabinet task, island pendants or decorative, and accent or toe-kick. A fifth zone for breakfast nook fixtures makes
sense in open plans. Put each on its own dimmer, and then group them on a smart switch or a simple scene
controller if the budget allows.

Useful everyday scenes. A morning scene that lifts ambient and pendants to 60 to 70 percent, task at 40 percent.
A cooking scene that brings task to 90 to 100 percent and dials ambient to 50 percent to reduce glare on shiny
pans. An evening scene that lets pendants glow at 20 to 30 percent, toe-kicks at 5 percent, and leaves cans nearly
off. I have set up kitchens where those three scenes cover 95 percent of use, with the last 5 percent customized
for holidays and parties.

If you have circadian features, use them with restraint. I have had clients ask for full tunable white control in a
kitchen, then lock it at 3000K after a week. It is not a lab. What matters more is dimming smoothness, quick
response, and solid-state reliability without flicker in your peripheral vision.

Electrical and code guardrails that keep inspectors happy
Even if a remodeling company is handling permits and inspections, it helps to know the basics so your plan does
not fight code.

Ceiling insulation and can housings. In insulated ceilings, recessed fixtures must be IC-rated and airtight to prevent
condensation and energy loss. Non-IC cans in contact with insulation are a fire risk and a callback waiting to
happen.

GFCI and AFCI. Countertop receptacles must be GFCI protected, and many jurisdictions now require AFCI for most
120V circuits. If your under-cabinet lighting plugs into a countertop circuit, it will be on GFCI. If you hardwire low-
voltage strips, mount the driver in an accessible location that still counts as part of the branch circuit protection.

Range hoods and makeup air. High-capacity hoods sometimes require a makeup air system. If you are adding a
cove light or soffit feature near the hood ducting, coordinate routing early to avoid conflicts.

Wet and damp ratings. Fixtures above a sink within a certain horizontal distance may need damp or wet location
ratings, depending on local code. It does not cost much to pick trims that meet the stricter standard, and you
avoid arguing with an inspector about splash zones.

Energy codes. California’s Title 24 and several other states push for high efficacy and controls like vacancy sensors
or dimmers. If your kitchen renovation is in a jurisdiction with strict energy code, confirm that chosen fixtures carry



the required certifications. I have swapped beautiful pendants late in the game because they failed a compliance
check. A quick look upfront avoids that pain.

Open ceilings vs. Retrofit: two paths to a better kitchen
When you gut a kitchen, you can run new circuits, add blocking for heavy fixtures, and bury drivers in accessible
but hidden spots. You can also solve structural conflicts before drywall. The result is a cleaner ceiling with fewer
compromises.

In retrofit projects, you can still elevate lighting. Shallow, canless LED downlights that fit in a 2 inch plenum solve
joist conflicts. Surface-mount LED pucks that cover old pan boxes give you even light where recessed is impossible.
Wireless dimmers and battery-powered keypads let you add zone control without tearing open walls. For under-
cabinet lights, plug-in bars with daisy chains can look tidy if you align cords and hide outlets inside cabinets.

Anecdote from practice. We upgraded a 1920s bungalow kitchen without opening plaster. The ceiling joists ran
counter to the original fixture layout, and two structural beams blocked ideal can positions. Rather than force
symmetry that the framing would not allow, we ran two rows of canless downlights aligned to the counter edges,
paired with continuous under-cabinet bars. The room felt balanced because the light lined up with function, even if
a tape measure would have shown a half-inch drift. The client stopped noticing the drift on day two, but used the
task lights every day.

Budgets, trade-offs, and where to spend
In most kitchen remodeling jobs, lighting equipment and controls land between 3 and 8 percent of the
construction budget, not counting electrical labor. A modest 10 by 12 foot kitchen can get a complete lighting
package for 1,500 to 3,500 dollars in fixtures and controls, while a large open plan with high ceilings and smart
scenes may run 5,000 to 12,000 dollars in gear.

Spend where it touches use. High-CRI under-cabinet channels and quality dimmers make more difference than
switching out a decent pendant for a designer brand with the same lumen output. Save by avoiding over-spec.
You do not need 1,500 lumen downlights in an 8 foot ceiling over a glossy island. You need beam control and
dimming.

Working with a remodeling company helps align lighting with cabinet shop drawings and HVAC runs. Good
builders lock in blocking for pendants, make space for drivers, and coordinate height on tall pantries so you do not
cast an awkward shadow with a pendant that hangs too low in the sightline. If you are the general on your own
project, create a simple lighting layout drawing with dimensions and mark every switch group. Your electrician will
love you for it.

Small kitchens, tall ceilings, and other edge cases
Tiny galley kitchens benefit from a single, diffuse ambient light and strong under-cabinet task lighting. Over-
lighting a small ceiling with cans can make it feel busy and low. A flush mount with a high-quality diffuser paired
with bright, well-placed under-cabinet strips gets you clean lines and strong function. If upper cabinets do not
exist, a continuous wall wash on the splash paired with a slim rail light over the counter can stand in.

Tall ceilings, 10 feet and up, need either higher lumen downlights or layers that bring light down to the working
plane. I favor pendants and integrated task lighting to avoid stacking a dozen cans. A shallow cove at 9 feet with a
hidden strip can bounce light and make a tall room feel intentional, not cavernous.



Beams and sloped ceilings can block symmetrical can layouts. Aim for alignment with function, not geometric
perfection. Track or monopoints flex around obstacles. If you pick adjustable recessed trims on a slope, check the
tilt limits. Some trims cannot aim down far enough to hit counters without glare.

Rentals and temporary fixes avoid hardwiring. Battery-powered under-cabinet bars with motion sensors have
improved. Look for ones with replaceable rechargeable cells and a CRI above 90. Use adhesive-backed extrusions
to make a cheap strip look finished. Clamp-on pendants with fabric cords can add a decorative note without
drilling.

Cleaning, reliability, and living with the result
LED lifespan claims of 50,000 hours assume good heat management. If you stuff a driver above tightly packed
insulation with no air gap, that driver will run hot and die early. Mount drivers in ventilated cabinets or basements
when possible. Maintain a small inventory of spare drivers if your fixtures use a brand with long lead times.

Plan for cleaning. Glass pendants over a range collect film. Pick shapes you can reach and wipe without
disassembling a puzzle. Keep a microfiber cloth in a drawer. You will use it.

Glare is real. A glossy quartz with bright downlights turns into a mirror. Soften the ambient layer, use diffusers,
and rely on under-cabinet light to get brightness where it matters.

Two sample lighting plans that actually work
A 10 by 12 foot galley with 8 foot ceilings, uppers on both sides. Ambient from a single 14 to 16 inch round LED
surface mount centered lengthwise, dimmable and 3000K, roughly 2,000 lumens. Task from continuous under-
cabinet channels on both sides, 300 to 400 lumens per foot, 90+ CRI, forward placement under cabinet rails. One
recessed 4 inch damp-rated downlight centered above the sink front edge. Toe-kick strip under the sink cabinet
tied to a timer for night. Two switch zones, ambient and task, plus a small plug-in module for toe-kick. This small
kit has bright counters with little glare, easy cleaning, and low cost.

A 14 by 18 foot open kitchen with a 9 by 4 foot island and 9 foot ceilings. Ambient from six 4 inch recessed
downlights at 700 to 900 lumens each, laid out in two rows aligned with perimeter counters and island edges,
roughly 5 foot spacing. Task from under-cabinet channels on two walls, 400 lumens per foot, 3000K, 90+ CRI.
Island task and decorative from two 12 to 14 inch diameter pendants hung 32 inches above the island top, placed
on the middle third. Sink covered by one 4 inch recessed fixture placed 14 inches forward of the window wall. Toe-
kick strip under the island and under the range run for night navigation. Four zones on dimmers, ideally with a
simple scene keypad near the main entry point. This setup layers function over flow, stays comfortable, and lets
you dial mood without showiness.

A short, practical checklist before you order fixtures
Lock your color temperature at 2700K or 3000K across all layers, and pick 90+ CRI.

Draw every fixture centerline with real dimensions on a scaled plan, including setbacks from walls and island
edges.

Separate controls into at least ambient, task, decorative, and accent, all dimmable and tested for flicker.

Choose continuous under-cabinet channels over pucks, mounted forward, with accessible drivers.

Verify code items early, from IC-rated cans to GFCI/AFCI and any local energy requirements.



Where kitchen lighting meets the rest of the house
Kitchens often set the tone for a full home renovation. If your living room opens to the kitchen, coordinate color
temperature and dimming curves so scenes glide from one space to the next. If a bathroom renovation is on the
horizon, remember that the same principles apply there, just tuned to mirrors and moisture. High-CRI light at
2700 to 3000K flatters skin and tile in bathrooms, while strong task light at the vanity prevents shadows under
eyes. A good remodeling company will knit these decisions together across kitchen remodeling and bathroom
remodeling so your house reads as one thought, not a series of parts.

When the lighting plan does its job, no one walks in and says, nice cans. They say the room feels good. The
cabinets look well made, the stone reads as expensive, and the space feels calm and ready. That is the quiet power
of a lighting plan that balances layers, placement, and ambiance. In a kitchen renovation, it is the difference
between a room you visit and a room you live in.


