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LED MARKET INFLUENCES 

A number of difficulties remain for the demand side of the LED market. Installations, a capital-intensive 
investment, require C-suite buy-in and heavy-duty economic justification. Backed by rich and diverse 
qualitative data, in this report we delve into and explicate these barriers plus provide recommendations for 
overcoming them. We also give you insights regarding what your peers consider major hurdles and 
complications connected to LED installations.  

Accuracy, experience, and truth are paramount when it comes to lighting, which is why we looked at the 
people who work with lighting daily. They are the experts when it comes to teasing out truth from advertising 
fluff, such as “best in class” and “industry standards.” We listened to these people, asked them for their 
insights, and captured their voices, and 
now we offer you an “insider’s look” at 
what is happening in the field of 
commercial LED lighting in 2016.   

We explain how people from the 
industry feel and what they have to say 
about pain points in the field. We 
derived these insights from our survey 
results, participants’ input, and an 
extensive literature review. We 
triangulated these, only providing findings supported by all three. The quotes throughout represent the 
collective “voice of the industry” and draw upon a representative selection of job functions, while our 
recommendations and key insights, highlighted in bold, are sprinkled throughout. 

We sent out a survey to nearly 50,000 
professionals nation-wide who are 
involved in making non-residential 
lighting decisions. We then conducted 
in-depth interviews with a 
representative cross-section of 
industry functions to flesh out the 
statistically valid survey findings with 
details drawn from real-life 
experience. 

Our respondents, distributed across 
organizational sizes, range from one-
person shops to companies with over 
5,000 employees. In general, there 

was about an even split between small firms (defined as smaller than 25 employees) and large ones 
(organizations with 26 employees or more).  

MANAGEMENT ISSUES  

During our research, it became readily apparent that a disconnect exists between varying levels of 
organizational management: how they handle and perceive lighting issues and decisions around installations 
represents major sources of conflict. In a number of areas, people from mid-level management and upper-
level management view the problems and benefits of LEDs from disjointed perspectives. The divisions 
manifested in the areas of research, compliance, regulation, project management, and business forecasting. 
We recommend that people take these differences into account when framing the benefits of LEDs 

	

THIS REPORT WILL TELL YOU WHAT 
PEOPLE DID IN THE LAST TWELVE 
MONTHS, AS WELL AS WHAT THEY ARE 
PLANNING FOR THE NEXT TWELVE. 
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to decision-makers, keeping in mind, that different levels of management have different experiences with 
project trials, outcomes, and expectations.  

However, the two different levels of management do have areas where they are in accord. Neither group has a 
strong preference when it comes to vendor size. Neither group has an interest in getting help with 
project financing.  

Moreover, all organizations, 
regardless of size or management 
level, want their lighting needs 
primarily serviced by one trusted 
partner. 

INTERNAL BARRIERS 

Surprisingly, when asked about 
internal barriers to decision-making 
around installing LEDs, a majority 
of respondents did not view them as 
issues. For example, only 20% of 
respondents had any issues with their 
purchasing departments, a full 80% 
had a line item in the organizational 

budget dedicated to lighting, and less than 35% felt that the spending review process was a barrier. In 
contrast, however, 43% felt that getting a sign-off from senior management was a major hurdle.  

INSTALLATION LOCATIONS  

Chameleons of the lighting world, LEDs can be adapted to many different kinds of environments and 
applications. From the operating room to stadium lighting, LEDs cover a wide array of applications and offer 
a multitude of options and 
capacities. Research has 
shown that good lighting can 
increase happiness levels via 
cortisol production, boost 
energy levels, decrease 
operational error, and even 
reduce mortality by 
preventing the onset of 
delirium.  

So where were our 
respondents installing LEDs 
in 2015, given their near 
infinite adaptability? 

	

FEATURES AND SYSTEMS INTEGRATION 

“What it really comes down to is getting the light right for the occupant. I don’t care what light is there 
because, more than likely, whatever lighting is there is wrong.” 
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When given the option of how much light to use, 
people tend to not use the light at full output. One of 
Rodney Heller’s projects, at the University of Wisconsin 
Hospital, highlights this effect:  

Heller switched out 500 watts of fluorescent lighting 
and installed LED lights with a kelvin range from 2700 
to 6500 and dimming from 0 to100. The occupants 
were most comfortable when the light was at 5,600 
kelvin and dimmed down to 20%. So not only did they 
report greater satisfaction in terms of personal comfort 
because of the LED lighting, they also managed to 
decrease their energy usage by 96%.  

We believe that it would be advantageous to allow 
future customers or people who will be receiving 
LED lighting to sample dimming features. Features 
such as color and brightness control may seem like extra 
features, but, if implemented properly, can lead to very 
significant overall gains from both energy and 
behavioral standpoints. 

CASE STUDY 

When it came to 
integration, 
occupancy sensors 
were the number 
one essential 
feature, with nearly 
half of our 
respondents reporting 
it being essential and 
more than 70% 
describing it as a 
positive feature. 
Dimming controls, 
viewed positively by a 
majority, is still an 

area where marketers can do more to highlight their benefits, seeing how increasing the initial investment for 
these can actually increase return on investment (ROI).  

Eric Coffman, Energy Manager for Montgomery County, Maryland, said, “lighting is pretty straight-forward.” 
Stephan Kunselman, Energy Liaison at the University of Michigan, agreed that the extra “bells and whistles” 
are nice, but not necessary.   

Interestingly, building operating systems 
(BOS) received more votes for essential 
yet fewer votes for beneficial than 
dimming controls or wide color spectrum 
capacity did. Those who understand the 
benefits really understand them, but there 
is still work to be done in convincing 
people of the need to integrate lighting 
with building operating systems. 
Meanwhile, wide color spectrum capacity 
has definitely not made it onto most 
people’s essential list, barely cracking a 
majority positive rating. 

INTERNET OF THINGS 

Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, and Zigbee 
functionalities were described as 
“unnecessary bells and whistles,” with 
Bluetooth and Zigbee leaving most 
purchasers of non-residential LED 
lighting largely unimpressed. We think 
that, as with dimming controls, 
purchasers of lighting and lighting 
systems are generally unaware of the full 
range of benefits offered by these 
platforms.  
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We believe they understand that Wi-Fi can be used to control color and dimming remotely, but that the full 
implications for an Internet of Things backbone may be eluding them. For this reason, we strongly 
recommend that lighting systems manufacturers and resellers hone on in promoting these aspects as 
an area for future growth.  

RELIABILITY 

“You almost always have a failure within the first three months of a project.”  

When an LED is replaced, it can have a different lumen output than all of the others that were installed prior, 
disrupting the uniform delivery of light. Furthermore, purchasers choose LED implementation in hard-to-
reach places because of 
their promised longevity, 
since the actual 
procedure of changing 
an LED fixture can be 
disruptive to tenants and 
even pose a safety 
concern in places like 
parking lots, decreasing 
ROI and customer 
satisfaction. It is no 
wonder that 
malfunctions ranked as 
the number one 
complaint about LEDs 
in our survey. When an 
LED malfunctions, the 
ripple effects can be felt across the industry: the manufacturer takes a hit on reputation; the contractor has to 
go through the loops of having warranties fulfilled; and the occupants have to deal with decreased utility and 
invasive reparations.  

Non-residential purchasers of lighting want lighting that will not fail. However, with lighting there inevitably 
is failure. Clients desire warranties that ensure a seamless replacement process, with replacements performing 
uniformly with existing lighting. 

RETROFITS VS. NEW INSTALLATIONS  

“If you cannot afford a new installation, you 
are better off waiting until you can….”  

Our interviewees were surprisingly 
bearish on retrofits. Whether the 
speaker was a university-based energy 
manager, an energy performance 
contractor, consultant, or even 
building facility manager, they 
consistently saw retrofits as posing 
significant problems and generally 
being, less rewarding than new 
installations. Many advised against 
investing in them, if possible. 
Interestingly enough, mid-level managers are three times more likely to have had to engage with retrofits than 

	

THE MEDIAN NUMBER OF NEW PROJECTS 
COMPLETED IN THE PAST YEAR WAS 13 
AND FOR RETROFITS THE NUMBER WAS 21.  

IN THE NEXT TWELVE MONTHS, 
RESPONDENTS ANTICIPATED A MEAN OF 
11.2 NEW PROJECTS AND 17.5 RETROFITS, 
REGARDLESS OF ORGANIZATIONAL SIZE. 
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their upper-level counterparts are. Mid-level managers also anticipate, on average, double the amount of 
incoming retrofit projects than upper-level managers do. People working on business development, or 
trying to assess future workloads and labor needs, should note that recommendations across the 
board were for maintaining the status quo.  

RETURN ON INVESTMENT 

If hardware malfunctions are the number one pain point when it comes to LEDs, it is the ROI that is the 
number one benefit, but also a cause of concern. Another point of contention between mid-level and upper-
level management, the ROI from LED technology often is the deciding factor for which luminaire to use, 
from which company, and for which application.  

Mid-level managers see improving ROI as a way to increase adoption in the market (meaning that it is the 
message they feel resonates with getting sign-off from upper-management). Meanwhile, upper-level managers 
think that the lack of mainstream adoption is due to “poor marketing” instead. For this reason, 
manufacturers and channel representatives need to practice segmentation and frame the benefits 
according to the organizational level of the person with whom they are speaking!  

ROLE OF UTILITIES IN ROI AND COST EFFECTIVENESS 

“If we didn’t have utility incentives [the project] would probably not pass cost effectiveness.”  

Throughout our research, it became apparent that organizations still depend on utility incentives to 
implement LEDs, even as they are drying up. At the same time, tools of market transformation typically 
provided to decision-makers, such as utility rebates and payback schedules, have not proven effective in terms 
of motivating action regarding LEDs. There are a variety of reasons for these barriers, including the 
credibility of market actors and the lack of an independent agency verifying payback of installations and user 
experience. Of our survey participants, 85% agreed that there would be “greater overall investment in LEDs” 
with better subsidies from utilities. For small organizations (ranging from 1-25 employees), better utility 
subsidies were the number one need. Small organizations viewed them as more important than shorter 
payback periods, greater lumen output, or better quality of light. For medium to large organizations (26+ 
employees), it was the second most important.  

PRODUCT INFORMATION 

“Don’t ask GE, don’t ask Phillips, don’t ask any of the major lighting manufacturers because they’re all trying to sell you a 
product and tell you what they need to tell you to make their product sound best. So you can ignore all lighting companies…you’re 
not going to get the truth, so you’re going to have to go somewhere else.”  

The last major frustration deals with the problem of staying on top of technology advances in the lighting 
industry and what those changes mean for both the customers they service (whether internal or external) and 
their bottom-line. With the rapid acceleration and proliferation of LED technology, stakeholders and 
purchasers are getting lost in the information shuffle.  

Purchasers have become skeptical of claims from manufacturers, large or small, in the areas of lumen output, 
output over 5 and 10 years, warranties, and verified post-installation data. Two-thirds of small 
organizations and three-quarters of large organizations distrust advertised LED performance. Both 
levels of managers identified in the survey that they are distrustful of claims made by manufacturers but 
higher-level managers tend to be more skeptical than mid-level. Small organizations also tend to trust claims 
regarding advertised LED performance less than medium and large organizations. Small organizations also 
reported less satisfaction in relation to their last project, specifically when it came to lumen output, but also 
when it came to “energy savings” and “reliability of system controls.”  
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Many organizations and companies take extra steps to corroborate manufacturers’ claims. Large organizations 
dedicate entire facilities to testing potential fixtures in-house before full project implementation. Meanwhile, 
small organizations seek to outsource such testing. A number of our interviewees actually procure several 
“sample” fixtures and test them personally, for periods ranging anywhere from a couple of weeks to several 
months, before ever making a wider purchasing decision.  

Good news for energy consultants, bad news for product marketers!  

RESOURCES 

“Most of the time I don’t go to anybody’s publications, I will talk to people who have them installed.”  

Speaking of resources and partners, the most frequently consulted were electrical contractors (48%), followed 
by manufacturer representatives (32%), and then electrical distributors (29%). In terms of usefulness of 
resources and partners, small organizations ranked them differently than did large organizations, relying 
roughly equally upon electrical contractors, manufacturer reps, and OEMs to make recommendations. In 
contrast, large organizations reported being much more likely to follow the recommendations of peers and 
electrical contractors (52%). Manufacturer representatives and energy consultants tied for second place 
(48%), and lighting designers came in third (40%).  

Some of the more trusted sources of 
information, as identified by our 
interviewees, include the 
Underwriter’s Laboratory listings, 
the Illuminating Engineering Society 
Handbook, and DELOS, but the 
interviewees stressed peer 
recommendations over anything. In 
terms of publications,1 the top three 
relied upon by mid-level managers 
at large organizations (ranked by 
usefulness) were Department of 
Energy reports (33%), The Lighting 
Handbook (25%), and AIA 
Architect (20%). Upper-level managers divide their trust equally among Department of Energy reports (33%), 
FMLink (33%), and Lightsearch.com (33%). Respondents from small organizations ranked their preferences 
differently, citing their most useful sources as BOMA (33%), Consumer Reports (33%), and Energy Manager 
Today (31%).    

One of the key takeaways from our recent research is that a strong need exists for a neutral party to 
distribute peer-review quality assessments on the performance of LEDs in the field.  

                                                             
1	Special note should be made that there were several write-ins for the Design Lights Consortium, who had been left off 
our list.	

	

JACOB CAIN, ENERGY MANAGER AT 
WEBER UNIVERSITY, IS SUSPICIOUS OF 
ADVERTISED CLAIMS AND WILL TEST 
LUMINAIRES IN-HOUSE OR WILL CONTACT 
PEOPLE WHO HAVE ALREADY INSTALLED 
THEM TO CHECK THE VERACITY OF 
COMPANY CLAIMS. 
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BRANDS 

A number of our interviewees suggested that the LED market would benefit collectively if companies 
focused on perfecting fewer product lines, instead of trying to offer LED lighting solutions for every sub-
market.  

Regionally, there were 
some differences in 
consumption patterns, 
with the South being more 
likely to stick with the 
largest name brands (e.g., 
Philips and Cree), whereas 
the Midwestern consumers 
evinced the most diversity 
in terms of manufacturer 
selection. 

Finally, brands that 
received the highest marks 
for trustworthiness 
included Phillips, CREE, 
Lunara, GE, and Enigma. One of our interviewees gave us a proverb, “The bigger the project, the older the 
company should be.”  

We recommend taking this perception with a healthy grain of salt based on, objectively, the quality of the 
post-installation data. 

Small and new 
manufacturers face the 
“which-came-first, the-
chicken-or-the-egg” 
conundrum in that buyers 
do not want to buy and/or 
use products that have not 
been field tested, while at 
the same time, the 
manufacturers face the 
problem of not being able 
to field test their products 
and create success stories. 
This is especially true with 
small companies, who have 
fewer safety nets and 
cannot afford extra risks. 
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FINAL THOUGHTS 

“We don’t build buildings to save energy, we build them to house people.”  

To realize the deepest energy savings possible, there needs to be a better understanding of information 
around integrated “best practices” in the 
non-residential sector. People in the 
lighting industry do not necessarily need 
more information. What they need is 
qual i ty  and t rus t ed  information from 
people and organizations without 
vested interests. This need can be met 
by verified post-installation information 
disseminated from trusted sources. Our 
focus at IQ Energy Reports is to 
independently collect data that directly 
helps stakeholders across the lighting industry, answering questions such as:  

• “How are products, systems, and new technologies actually working in the real-world over time?”  

• “Who are my peers and what have their experiences been working with product X?” 

• “Can I actually trust the claims made by people who are selling the hardware or service?” 

• “Am I making the best possible and informed decision regarding this project? And how will that 
decision impact the future of my organization?” 

Our research shows strong interest in this information and critical lapses of necessary data, especially data 
that goes beyond simple energy savings. Important questions regarding office productivity, system security, 
human health, and occupant satisfaction need to be asked, but more importantly, need to be answered.  
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OVER 80% OF OUR PARTICIPANTS 
INDICATED THAT THEY WANTED MORE 
INFORMATION REGARDING ACTUAL 
FIELD-BASED LED PERFORMANCE. 
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