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The Art of Facade Lighting:
Commercial and Public Spaces

MNCON



llluminating Facades is an Art

Architectural lighting design serves and enhances certain architectural elements
to foster, establish or emphasize a building’s aesthetic, history and purpose.
Facade lighting complements and elevates exterior architecture elements.
Facade lighting can apply to any type of architectural project, but the building
use should guide the lighting design.

Hospitality facade lighting could be inviting, warm and attention-grabbing,

yet tactful. High-end restaurants benefit from more elegant and decorative
facade lighting. Retail facade lighting should match the company branding and
benefit from unique and elaborate designs. Facade lighting is a powerful way to
highlight architectural exteriors, reveal materiality and transform how a building
or structure appears at night. The strategies described focus on non-residential
projects.
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Light Levels ..Ii

When designing the lighting for a building facade, pedestrian safety, energy consumption
and effects on people and the environment must all be considered. To understand lighting
principles that minimize light pollution and other undesired effects, review this guide on
dark sky lighting.

Instead of focusing on targeting the horizontal illuminance levels that create comfortable
spaces to inhabit, facade lighting is more focused on executing lighting concepts with
the appropriate light levels that express the architecture. Architectural facade lighting
transforms a project’s surrounding community at closer and farther scales, impacting the
experience of the immediate areas surrounding the building.

To begin a facade lighting design, first determine the baseline footcandle illuminance
to target. Lighting zones categorize the amount of light that is appropriate for a project
based on the urban density of its location (LZ4 is the most dense category, while LZO is
the most without urban activity).

« For the most common active urban lighting zone (LZ3), assuming a medium
reflectance facade material, the target illuminance should range from 0.2-1.5
footcandles.

* For any step up or down in the lighting zone category, multiply the target footcandle
amount by 2 or divide by 2 accordingly (for example, LZ2 would target 0.1-0.8 fc).

« Similarly, if the facade material has a high or low reflectance, multiply or divide the
target footcandle amount by 2 accordingly (example: low reflectance material in LZ3
should target 0.4-3 fc).
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Lighting Zone

Facade Lighting Target llluminance (Footcandles)
Baseline: LZ3 Medium Reflectance = 0.2 - 1.5 fc

LZ4 (Dense Urban) 0.4-3.0 0.2-15
5
LZ3 (High/Urban) - 0.4-3.0 0.2-15 01-0.75
4
g
.
LZ2 (Moderate) - 02-15 0.1-075 0.05 - 0.375 3 E
7]
(=}
o
-]
LZ1(Low) - 01-075 0.05 - 0.375 0.025 - 0.188 -
-1
LZO (No Activity) - 0.05 - 0.375 0.025 - 0.188 0.013 - 0.094
1 I I
Low Reflectance Medium Reflectance High Reflectance

Material Reflectance

Use these suggested footcandle illuminance levels to specify the right lighting fixtures
for a facade. Contrasting the light levels between different architectural facade
components is an important step in developing a hierarchy of how the design is
experienced.

Also, special elements, such as building entrances, may benefit from higher light
levels. A building entrance (in Lighting Zone 3 with a medium reflectance material)
should target up to four footcandles on the ground and two footcandles vertically. If
downward-oriented facade lighting is also intended to light a pedestrian path, target
three footcandles.

Lighting fixture manufacturers are great resources to assist in selecting the fixtures
that meet a project’s target illuminance goals. Using fixture samples to test a desired
effect is also effective in the lighting design process. In order to find the right types of
facade lighting fixtures, first define the architectural facade concept that you wish to
achieve.
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Color Temperature and How a Facade Reads at Night

Correlated Color Temperature (CCT), measured in Kelvin, is one of the most consequential
decisions in facade lighting design and often the most overlooked. The same fixture
placement and wattage will produce dramatically different visual results depending on CCT
selection. Warm sources deepen reds and enrich organic textures; cool sources sharpen
edges and emphasize flatness and geometry. Neither is inherently superior: the right CCT is
the one that supports the facade material, the building's identity and the surrounding
environment.

The Core Principle

At night, a building facade loses the context of daylight color rendering. Artificial light
becomes the sole descriptor of color and texture. This means CCT does not merely tint a
fagade, it changes how the material reads. A warm 2700K source on red brick deepens and
enriches; the same source on a white metal panel can appear orange, dingy or yellow. A cool
4000K source on glass curtain wall reinforces the building's precision; on limestone, it can
strip warmth and read as institutional.

CCT by Material and Application

.. Best-Matched How the Facade Typical

2700K Warm white Brick, terracotta, Enhances red and Hotels,
warm stone, yellow tones; creates restaurants,
timber intimate, hospitality historic facades

feel, suppresses
cool-toned elements

3000K Warm white Limestone, Slightly crisper than Retail, mixed-use,
concrete, warm 2700K; flatters most civic centers
metals (brass, natural materials;
bronze) widely used in retail

and civic buildings

3500K Neutral white Precast concrete,  Balanced rendering; Office, campus,
light stone, stucco  neither warm nor healthcare
cool; best for facades
requiring color
accuracy without

drama
4000K Cool white / Glass curtain wall, | Emphasizes sleekness = Corporate towers,
neutral polished metal, and modernity; can transportation
white GFRC read as clinical on hubs

warmer materials;
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Facade Lighting Strategies & Techniques

Facade lighting expresses design ideas by complementing architecture. An architectural
project may have an existing exterior design, structure, material or pattern that should
be captured through artificial lighting. Executing facade lighting requires using the
appropriate fixtures and techniques to create the desired effects.

Large-sized architectural facade elements, such as walls, paneling, signs and roofs, are
often illuminated with flood lighting, point sources or linear lighting. Lighting to graze a
facade element typically benefits from placing the light source close to the target surface.
The grazing effect reveals material texture and is best accomplished with fixtures that use
a tight beam spread projected along the material’s surface.

Conversely, the wall wash lighting effect provides an even illumination across a surface.
Wall washing is best accomplished with fixtures that spread the distribution of light
along that surface, and benefits from placing the fixture further from the target surface.
Use surface-mounted linear wall wash fixtures or in-ground linear wall wash fixtures for
wall wash or wall grazing conditions. Using colored lighting (RGBW) is also a great way to
create a saturated color effect on a facade.

Exterior uplighting has a few key differences in its effect versus downlighting. Downlighting
sources are typically placed further from the viewer as they are mounted from above,
which may be comfortable to view while capable of providing pedestrian lighting on the
ground. Uplighting expresses a direct relationship with the ground while creating a unique
effect as it is directed towards the sky. Using outdoor downlighting is a discrete method
of creating a pattern of illumination for facade elements as well as outdoor circulation
lighting. In-ground uplights can create a patterned succession of light against a facade, as
well as illuminate the underside of a canopy.
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Flood lighting is a simple and
affordable way to illuminate a wall
or other large facade element.
can be mounted in
various ways, and illuminate an

entire facade with limited fixtures.

Wall packs and other
fixtures are also
effective for lighting a facade.

7

Wall-mounted fixtures can bring an elegant
touch and complement an architectural
language.

Special facade lighting techniques also include
the use of direct-view fixtures, continuous
lighting fixtures, translucent material

glow techniques, facade perforations, gobo
projectors, framing projectors and much more.

Direct-view lighting fixtures are designed for
people to view the fixture's luminance directly
and are often used to outline architectural
elements. Colored RGBW direct-view fixtures
are effective for creating a visually compelling
architectural language. Integrating openings
to a facade, which allow light to shine out, can
create a design relationship between interior
and exterior spaces. The use of projector lights
is another exciting method for highlighting
specific facade elements or showing patterns
on a surface. Choosing the right technique for
lighting a facade is critical to the success of
the design.

14140 In-Ground Linear
Wall Wash Flood Light
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Fixture Type Selection Guide

Facade lighting design approaches range between grazing, wall washing and uplighting.
The following bullets provide application-specific guidance for selecting the correct fixture
type given a facade condition.

By Facade Element

Large blank walls (concrete, stucco, GFRC): Flood lights or in-grade linear wall wash
fixtures. Mount in-grade,12—-24 inches from the wall base for even wash; farther
placement increases uniformity but reduces intensity at the top. Consult Alcon Lighting
for ideal beam spread and lumen packages.

Textured masonry (rough stone, brick with deep mortar joints): Grazing with tight-beam
LED floods or linear strip lighting, 6-12 inches from the wall face. Closer placement
increases texture depth. Wall wash fixtures are not recommended for rough masonry as
they tend to flatten texture.

Canopies and soffits: In-grade uplights at the drip edge, or surface-mounted
downlights recessed into the soffit. Uplights create drama; soffit downlights provide
pedestrian-safe illuminance.

Entrances and portals: Combination of uplight (for vertical drama) and downlight (for
ground-level safety). Target up to 4 fc on the ground and 2 fc vertically per LZ3
guidelines.

Signage and logos: Externally illuminated letters use commercial linear LED signage
lighting placed above or below.

Translucent or perforated facades: Interior-side linear LED or flood sources. Specify
wide beam and diffuse optics to avoid hot spots. The interior light level determines
exterior glow intensity.

By Mounting Method

In-grade: Highest visual impact; no visible hardware on the facade. Requires
coordination with civil/landscape for drainage and conduit. IP67 or IP68 required.

Wall-mounted (surface): Visible fixture becomes part of the architectural language. Wall
packs and decorative sconces work well where fixture visibility is acceptable or
desirable.

Pole-mounted flood: Cost-effective for large facades; allows aiming flexibility. Fixture
visibility from oblique angles should be evaluated in photometric studies.

Integrated/concealed: Highest design quality; requires coordination with the architect
during design development, ideal for new construction. Consider LED perimeter lighting.
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High-level Concepts and Precedents

Integrate lighting design with the facade. When light and materiality harmonize,
the final product is transformative. Facade lighting can captivate pedestrians and
elevate communities. Facade lighting may be discreet or provocative, so take the
environmental setting into consideration.

Shown above, directional flood lighting artistically illuminates the elegant curves of
the REACH Kennedy Center for Performing Arts. This method of using multiple flood
lights oriented along the sweeping facade evenly renders the building’s exterior void
spaces while maintaining the asymmetric language of the design. The illuminated
forms contrast the evening sky to create an inviting outdoor atmosphere. This lighting
approach complements the smooth but textured materiality of the solid forms.

Shown above, the facade of The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art reveals glowing
volumes emerging from the landscape. Linear lighting is integrated intoto the interior
of the facade to illuminate the translucent materials. The effect of this glow that wraps
the architectural forms is a symbol of the city for miles around. Applying this single
technique to the layers of the facade masses creates an ethereal floating effect.
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The Nancy and Rich Kinder Museum of Fine Arts combines translucent facade
glow with perforations from the interior for an engaging design. The surrounding
glass tube curtain wall is illuminated from within. The technique of allowing
specific moments of light to shine through the material, suggests energy from
programs inside. The contrast between bright and dark conditions along the
facade transitions the facade'’s language from a glowing volume to a discreet
playfulness of the pedestrian experience. The moments of light that penetrate the
promenade-facing facade invite the curiosity of the public.

Facade Lighting Regulations

Lighting regulations apply to conditions specific to building facades. These
regulations benefit energy savings as well as mitigate negative effects on the
environment. BUG lighting, lighting controls and wattage allowance requirements
are all important facets of these regulations.

In California’s Title 24 Energy Regulations (similar to most other jurisdictions in the
U.S.), BUG Rating (Backlight, Uplight and Glare) requirements apply to all fixtures
producing 6,200 initial lumens or more. If the outdoor fixture intended meets this
requirement to follow the BUG Rating regulations, the subsequent Lighting Zone of
the project must be referenced. Lighting Zones directly correlate to the amount of
backlight, uplight and glare allowed for any given outdoor fixture producing more
than the maximum allowable lumens.
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Regional Regulatory Comparison

California's Title 24 Part 6 is one of the most comprehensive state-level energy codes for
facade lighting in the U.S,, but it is not universally applicable across America. The table
below compares the most commonly encountered regulatory frameworks.

The table includes region, governing code, facade zones, wattage allowance, BUG rating and
lighting controls. First, identify your project's lighting zone (LZO-LZ4) using your local
jurisdiction’s zoning map or the IES RP-43-22 classifications. Make sure to cross-reference
the governing code in your region to find the applicable wattage allowance per square foot
of illuminated facade area. Lastly, note that BUG (Backlight, Uplight, Glare) compliance is
required wherever a fixture produces 6,200 initial lumens or more. Confirm the threshold for
your jurisdiction.

Region Governing Facade Wattage ::?J:::tn':;i Lighting Controls
g Code Zones Allowance L t Notes
California Title 24 Part 6  LZ2-LZ74 LZ3: 0.17 W/ft>  Required Ext. must be
(2022) LZ2: 010 26,200 Im separate from
W/ft? interior; wall

packs <24 ft need
motion sensor;

sign lighting
needs
photocontrol +
time switch
New York NYC Energy All zones Exterior Follows Automatic shutoff
Code / (LZO-Lz4) facade: ~013 | ASHRAE 90.1 ' required for most
NYSECC 2020 W/ft2 (per BUG table exterior lighting
ASHRAE 9011 after occupancy
base) hours
Texas (Austin) = Austin Energy  LZ1-LZ4 Follows ASHRAE 90.1 = Exterior lighting
Code (ASHRAE ASHRAE 90.1: BUG must have
90.1-2019) ~0.13-0.20 compliance astronomical
W/ft? time-switch or
depending on photosensor; no
zone state-mandated
motion sensor
threshold
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Region

lllinois
(Chicago)

Florida

Washington

Massachusett
s

Federal / GSA

Governing

Code

Chicago
Energy
Conservation
Code (IECC
2021 base)

Florida
Building Code
Energy (IECC
2021)

Washington
State Energy
Code (WSEC
2021)

Stretch Energy
Code (IECC
2021+ MA
amendments)

ASHRAE
90.1-2019
(baseline for
federal
projects)

Facade
Zones

LZ1-LZ4

LZ1-LZ4

LZO-LZ4

LZ1-LZ4

All LZ

Wattage

Allowance

Aligns with
IECC 2021
~0.13 W/ft?
(facade)

~0.13 W/ft?
facade
(ASHRAE 901
basis)

Stricter than
CA in some
zones;
~0.10-0.15
W/ft?

ASHRAE 90.1
basis; local
amendments
may reduce
allowance

Table 9.4.2:
building
facades ~0.13
W/t
entrances
per table

BUG Rating
Requiremen
t

BUG per
IESNA LZ
designation

ASHRAE 9011
BUG table
applies

BUG Rating
required per
fixture lumen
threshold

BUG
compliance
per lighting
zone

BUG table
9.4.2b

Lighting Controls
Notes

Exterior must be
separately
controlled;
time-switch or
photosensor
required for
decorative/facad
e lighting

Automatic shutoff
controls required;
no specific
motion sensor
height
requirement
unlike CA

Mandatory time
controls +
photosensor;
emphasis on
dark-sky
compliance near
natural areas

Stringent shutoff
controls required;
municipalities
may impose
additional
restrictions

Automatic shutoff
for all exterior
lighting;
photosensors
required for
dusk-to-dawn
operation

U ASHRAE 90.1-2019 serves as the baseline for most non-California jurisdictions.
Where state adopt IECC 2021, facade lighting allowances generally align with ASHRAE
90.1 tables. Always verify the locally adopted code edition and any amendments.
Need help reading this table? Reach out to Alcon Lighting’s specification team or visit
our lighting layouts page for design guidance. Distributors and resellers please visit
our Business Center for Distributor Net Pricing.
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All exterior lighting must be controlled separately from indoor lighting. Wall packs
mounted 24 feet or lower require motion sensors. Also, “all outdoor sign lighting shall
be controlled with a photocontrol in addition to an automatic time-switch.” While time
controls are not required for most facade lighting, it is still a good idea to use time
controls and photosensors. It is beneficial to turn off facade lighting at an appropriate
time to mitigate skyglow and negative effects on wildlife.

Title 24 regulation directly addresses the allowed wattage for building facade lights.
Facade lighting is only allowed in Lighting Zones 2 through 4, and is calculated using the
surface area of the facade that is illuminated. For the most common category, Lighting
Zone 3, 017 watts per square foot is allowed. For Lighting Zone 2, O.1 watts per square
foot is allowed. Add all the wattage for the luminaries used for the given facade area to
make sure they remain less than the total allowable wattage. Some exterior conditions,
such as building entrances and other types, permit extra allowable wattage. Building
entrances for Lighting Zone 3 allow for 19 watts for each door. For externally illuminated
signs, 2.3 watts per square foot is allowed. Consult the regulations in a given project’s
jurisdiction for the applicable facade lighting allowances.

Conclusion

Integrating facade lighting into the building design process brings architecture to life.
Facade lighting enables architecture to transform as day transitions to evening. Use
facade lighting to create an exciting and phenomenal outdoor environment. Being
mindful of the appropriate light levels, energy consumption and potential effects on
people and wildlife are all important when developing any facade lighting design. Follow
these techniques described to create an impactful facade lighting scheme.
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