










and that these lamps are relatively easy to obtain and re­
place as time goes by.) 

Dramatic upliqhtinq at bars. It's well-estab­
lished that making the back bar into a focal point real­
ly sells drinks, particularly those containing top-shelf 
premium liquors. Restaurant lighting designers have 
long used creative approaches to highlighting the bar 
including colored backlighting or track lights that pin­
point the telltale shapes of many of the best-known 
call brands and that highlight gleaming glassware. 
Currently, the trend in bar lighting is toward uplight-
ing along the back bar. 

LED lights are placed along the rear edge of the back 
bar shelving and spaced so that they provide pops of 
light rather than a continuous wash, and when posi­
tioned directly behind a bottle of any transparent liquor, 
these lamps create a striking effect that merchandizes 
your call brands very effectively. Some designers com­
bine colored LED lighting with frosted glass or Plexi-
glas panels behind the back bar to wash the entire area 
with color and texture. 

Using wall washers on textured walls. Another 
way that restaurant designers are using uplighting is to 
show off the texture of popular wall finishes like un­
treated wood or hand-applied plaster. (Downlighting or 
sidelighting can work here too, but uplighting seems to 
be more popular at the moment.) The sharp angle of the 
light catches any variation in the surface it shines upon, 
creating sharp shadows that give the walls life and dimen­
sion. These wall washer fixtures are sometimes tucked 
behind booths or banquettes, or embedded in the top of 
wainscoting. And while you can get LED wall washers in 
almost any color, most restaurants use only white or gen­
tly warm light: food and people look much better under 
white light than they do under intense colors. But if your 
operation does a lively bar business on weekend nights, 
you may want to consider using some color in those ar­
eas, with blue, red and magenta being popular choices 
for high-end lounges. 

Exposed incandescent on cords. It's not clear 
where the trend toward ultra-minimalist light fixtures 
began, but now literally hundreds of places use a simple 
lamp on the end of a suspended cord as a key element in 
their lighting designs. The lamp is always incandescent, 
which gives off a warm, soft glow, even more so when 
so-called "radio" or "Edison" lamps are used. These 
lamps have an exposed filament and a lower light out­
put than the type of incandescent lamps that up until 
recently were the standard in most people's homes, and 
lend a retro feel to dining spaces. While Edison lamps 
on their own will not be sufficient to light much of any­
thing, they make great accents when suspended over a 
bar or communal table. 

Low light levels in general. The one lighting trend 
that gets taken a bit far in some operations is the penchant 

for very low light levels. A dark environment can be seen 
as sexy or dramatic, but needs to be coupled with pin­
point lighting to bring tabletop light levels high enough 
for guest comfort and with adequate ambient light for 
safe circulation. The popularity of Edison lamps has led 
some operators to underlight their dining rooms to make 
these lighting elements stand out in an otherwise dim 
space. Make sure your lighting conforms to state regula­
tions regarding lumens per square foot, and download a 
light meter app for your smartphone or tablet so you can 
make sure that staff aren't turning the dimmers down too 
low during service. 

A FINAL NOTE ON COSTS 
Having the latest, coolest lighting may seem like a great 

way to make your restaurant stand out in a crowded field, 
but make your lighting design decisions with care. The 
power needed for front-of-house lighting (and sometimes 
the cooling load that some lighting choices impose) can 
add up to as much as one-third of your electric bill each 
month, and full-service restaurants tend to have among 
the highest electrical costs per square foot of any build­
ing type, with QSRs (quick-service restaurants) close be­
hind. Detailed consideration of issues like replacement 
cost and maintenance needs should be made before you 
commit to a lighting design; if you need special equip­
ment to change a lamp, you won't do it as often, or you'll 
do it all at once whether they need it or not, which isn't a 
particularly sustainable practice. 

In general, LEDs will be your most economical choice 
for front-of-house lighting in the long run. True, their ini­
tial purchase price is several times that of other lighting 
types, which for a start-up operator can feel like too much 
to spend when capital budgets are tight. But the long life 
and much reduced energy use of these lights combined 
with their minimal effect on cooling load make LEDs 
cheaper than incandescent over time. You'll be replacing 
incandescent more often too, so there's the time and labor 
involved with swapping out lamps to be considered as well 
as energy costs. 

If you work with a design professional, they can help you 
determine how many fixtures you'll need and what they 
might look like, but it pays to know something yourself 
about the right lighting for your operation. 

Plan your lighting design concurrently with laying out 
your front-of-house seating so that you don't end up over-
lighting or underlighting the space but instead maximize 
the value of each and every lamp and fixture you choose. 
Unless they really improve the appeal of your restaurant, 
those antique chandeliers from Venice had better be some­
thing you really love. The next buyer might not consider 
them worth paying for. Try to make physical improve­
ments that increase the asset value and sustainability of 
revenue of your business, such as replacing incandescent 
with LED lights. RS&G 
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