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Is lighting and lighting design still very  
much a man’s world? And what can be done  
to improve the representation and visibility  
of women within the industry, especially  
at more senior levels? A panel discussion  
at the London Design Fair tried to find out

BALANCE

By Nic Paton

London Design Fair 2019: Women in lighting

‘S 
tepping out of the shadows’. This 
was both the apt title and the wor-
thy ambition of a panel discussion 
at the London Design Fair in Sep-
tember designed to discuss the 

profile, visibility and promotion of women 
within lighting and, in particular, lighting 
design. How inclusive and equal is lighting 
as an industry, how accommodating or 
welcoming of gender and diversity, and 
what are the barriers and challenges com-
monly faced by women working within 
lighting design?

The event was hosted and led by Women 
In Lighting, the campaigning project 
( w h i c h  c a n  b e  f o u n d  a t 
www.womeninlighting.com) launched in 

March of this year to coincide with Inter-
national Women’s Day.

As founder Sharon Stammers described 
it: ‘Women In Lighting is a beautiful web-
site where we have interviews from female 
lighting designers from around the world. 
It is now open for any women in lighting to 
upload a video and talk about their career 
and their challenges and their hopes for 
the future; the whole aim of the project is 
to push people to look at the fact that as an 
industry we still do discriminate.’

The project also runs a global network of 
‘ambassadors’, currently in 65 countries, 
with Greta Smetoniute, project lighting 
designer at Michael Grubb Studio, acting 
as the UK’s ambassador.

The eight-strong panel was chaired by 
Greta and Urban Electric lighting designer 
Katia Kolovea and included senior lighting 
designers, both female and male, along 
with the ILP’s very own Jess Gallacher, 
engagement and communications 
manager.

Opening the discussion, Sandra 
Brookes, senior lighting designer at Light-
ing Design International, emphasised that 
it was important – and indeed valuable – 
that male panellists had been brought into 
this discussion.

‘May I just say that I am very happy to 
have males on the panel as well; to have 
some supporters from the male side of 
things,’ she said.

GENDER
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ATTITUDINAL DIFFERENCES
Sandra then spoke about some of the  
cultural and attitudinal differences  
she has experienced, given that she  
grew up in Colombia, is married to  
a Briton and has spent time working  
in Denmark.

‘In Latin American countries there is 
more of a macho culture. But Colombia is 
also very forward thinking. I never felt dis-
crimination that comes from being a 
female, fortunately. But there is a ten-
dency on construction sites, especially, for 
women to be patronised a little.

‘When I moved to Denmark there was a 
natural way to how people lived – people 
were just people. In England I find they are 
trying hard to be equal but sometimes do 
not find the right balance.

‘For example, I got very surprised when 
men were not opening doors to you, and 
saying they should not do it. And it was like, 
they’re not going find equality that way; 
kindness is a global thing,’ she explained.

Neil Knowles, director and principal  
of Elektra Lighting Design, was then  
asked whether he felt the industry had 
become more diverse over the past two 
decades, both within his own company  
and more widely.

‘We’re quite a small company, there are 
only about ten of us. So our balance goes up 
and down quite randomly. We had four guys, 
two of them left and we replaced them with 
two women, so we are now 80% female. But 
five years ago we were 80% male so it really 

randomly fluctuates,’ he said.
‘The important thing is always just to 

make sure you are hiring the best person 
and not the only who looks most like you. 
If you’re a white, middle class, educated 
public schoolboy you tend to think that’s 
good. But if you then just hire other white, 
middle class, educated public schoolboys 
that’s a major mistake. 

‘And the reason for that is when  
something goes completely wrong, none  
of you will be able to cope, none of you  
will know what to do about it. But if  
you’re really diverse and different, you’ll 
have a massive range of backgrounds  
to draw from and one of you will go ‘ah this 
is like that time when xxx happened’ and 
you’ll be OK,’ Neil added.

Katia Kolovea then turned to Aiman 
Shah, intermediate lighting designer at 
Iosmetrix Lighting Design, who had been 
conducting a research project for Women 
in Lighting looking at the representation 
of women at conferences, within industry 
associations, on juries and so so.

‘I did find statistics – jury members, 
mostly men. Board members in lighting 
associations – mostly men. The countries 
that I found find were really quite bal-
anced were Sweden; if anything, there are 
more women in editorial and jury mem-
bers. Even their boards are almost like 
50%, it’s not less. But in most of the other 
countries you will see quite a big differ-
ence in terms of the representation of 
women,’ she explained.

From her personal experience, lighting 
design specifically did seem welcoming to 
women, Aiman felt, although the experi-
ence when going on site could still be more 
inclusive. ‘In lighting design I do find that 
it’s a very well-balanced profession, but I 
suppose it can always get better. In general, 
I think the men in lighting design are there 
to support you as a woman. All my col-
leagues that I work with I have never felt my 
gender was ever a discussion. It is just about 
what you can do and what you can’t do.’

Emilio Hernandez, director at Nulty, 
was then asked to give his perspective. ‘At 
our practice we are 75% women; I’ve 
always had a female boss and there are lots 
of positives that come out of that. I think 
everyone is pretty liberal minded, but I 
know we’re quite fortunate that everyone 
has a voice and everyone feels they can 
speak up,’ he said.

What, then, had been the experience of 
Paulina Villalobos, founder, DIAV Lighting, 
given that she runs her own business, asked 
Greta. ‘Did you ever feel you had to put on a 
“strong” persona for example?’ she asked.

‘I’ve never felt discriminated against; 
I never even think about it. I just run my 
company in a very responsible way,’ 
answered Paulina. ‘I am a person who 
does not work well if I am “a boss”. 
What matters when you are a boss, and 
it doesn’t matter if you are male or 
female, is distance. When you are boss 
you are responsible, so you have to have 
a bit of distance.’

 

Women within lighting 
can encounter sexist and 
condescending attitudes 

when working on site 
especially, the panel 

concluded
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PPE ‘DISCRIMINATION’
Katia Kolovea now turned to Jess Gal-
lacher, who explained: ‘The overwhelming 
thing that it boils down to when people get 
in touch with me for any kind of support, 
the common thing, whether any back-
ground, age or experience, is really the 
pressure of time. 

‘We’re not a counselling service at the 
ILP; we’re there to link people’s skills up 
and help educate each other on all sorts of 
lighting subjects. I think time pressure 
affects everybody but there some ways 
women are disproportionately affected,’ 
she said.

Even in joint-earning households, 
women still tended to take primary 
responsibility for juggling childcare, 
dependents or managing the household,  
she pointed out. There were also subtle 
challenges women faced that perhaps 
might not even have occurred to most men 
w i t h i n  t h e  i n d u s t r y,  h o w e v e r 
well-meaning.

‘For example, we tend to think of the 
default person as being a man; a lot of 
research has been published about this. If 
you go out on to site the PPE (personal 
protective equipment) is generally based 
around the male body, and that actually 
slows women down. I can see some nods 
around the audience, which is good! It puts 
you at a disadvantage through no fault of 
your own. I hasten to add this is not neces-
sarily men’s fault either; it is just a society 
problem where people fall into this trap,’ 
Jess said.

It was also important for employers and 
managers – especially male managers – to 
consider and think about the vulnerability 
dangers of, say, asking a female employee 
to go on site late at night.

‘You might not want to be the one who is 
out commissioning late at night in the dark, 
but that is part of the job. And so what we 
need to do is not say, “ooh the job is a bit dif-
ficult for a woman”, but say, “let’s make the 
job inclusive for women and let’s build it in 
so that it is the same”,’ Jess pointed out.

Sandra Brookes also highlighted some 
of the issues female designers can face in 
terms of juggling family and work life, 
especially if they’re working in a freelance 
capacity, as many women decide to do 
when they have young children.

‘I tried very hard to seem like I did not 
have a kid. You just don’t know if there is 
going to be prejudice – “oh she has got to 
leave on time”, “oh she has got to pick up the 
kid from nursery”. Unfortunately, the UK 
office culture at the moment is “you’ve got 
to stay long”, you’ve got to be seen to stay 

long” and as a mother (or as a father) logisti-
cally, you can’t because you cannot just stay.

‘So that’s been my main challenge –  
just to pretend I am single and it is all hunky-
dory while having to juggle my kid and  
my new “logistics team” of my husband! 
Fortunately, I have found a place that is  
very understanding and generous, so  
I can’t complain. But it was tough at first,’ 
she added.

 

There was inherent, if perhaps unconscious, 
discrimination in the fact PPE (personal protective 

equipment) was designed as standard for male rather 
than female bodies, argued the ILP’s Jess Gallacher
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WORKING ON SITE
The discussion was then opened up to 
audience, with the panellists asked about 
perceptions and attitudes towards women 
when on site.

Paulina Villalobos recalled a time early 
in her career when she had been working 
on a 33-floor high-rise and had been  
one of just four women and 100 men. ‘They 
did not listen to me and  I got super frus-
trated, and then one of these girls took me  
aside and taught me to act more. It takes  
a lot of energy and it is very exhausting. 
But now I enjoy it; they respect me more.  
It is an acting thing, but you have to be 
more tough.’

‘If you’re on site and you’re commission-
ing and you’re on a ladder – and this is 
something a colleague told me a few days 
ago – she was getting up and it was like “oh 

be careful” or “do you want to wait for 
someone?”,’ agreed Aiman Shah.

‘I can imagine what went through her 
head – “no, I can do it, I’ve been doing this 
for a while!”. So it can get condescending 
on site. And it is obviously because you are 
a woman; I don’t think he would have said 
that to a man.’

Another audience member then asked 
whether the panel felt there were different 
gender attitudes to asking for a promotion 
and, critically, being confident enough to ask 
for a pay rise to reflect that new seniority.

‘One of the easiest ways to combat that is 
just to publish your pay,’ said Neil Know-
les. ‘We have an Excel sheet in the office 
with everyone’s pay on it. You can just look 
at it; everyone knows what you’re getting 
and you know what everyone else is get-
ting. And if you’re getting less you can just 

ask for me. That is the easiest way to com-
bat inequality.’

‘Unfortunately, pay gaps is not some-
thing I think a lot of companies would 
want to comment on,’ conceded Aiman 
Shah. ‘It’s not something that would even 
be online. The pay gap is a slightly more 
sensitive issue. We already know it exists 
in a lot of other professions, but I can’t say 
about lighting because companies are just 
not talking about it.’

As the discussion drew to a close, Katia 
Kolovea was asked what she felt could be 
done to bring more female newcomers 
into lighting and, indeed, whether an 
organisation such as Women in Lighting 
could be extended to cover all women in 
the industry and not just those within 
lighting design.

‘We do have the intention to make 
Women in Lighting bigger, but of course 
we are expecting the ambassadors to do 
this individually as well. It is a very small 
team here. But we can definitely have this 
for the next steps. 

‘We do already women in theatre light-
ing, women in products and sales, and 
other lighting departments, not just 
design. But all of this is really valid and you 
can contact ambassadors and suggest 
things – we would like this project to work 
independently as well in different places,’ 
she said.

The ILP supports the aim of the 
Women In Lighting platform to 
increase the profile of successful 
women working in lighting design 
to help encourage, support and 
inspire the next generation.

To find out more about how  
to submit a profile go to  
https://womeninlighting.com/
site/page/join-us or to contact  
Greta Smetoniute, email 
greta@womeninlighting.com. 
For a general email enquiry go to 
hello@womeninlighting.com
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