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Understanding the Impact of LED Light Conversions on  
Harmonic Distortion in Electrical Systems 

 

Executive Summary 
As the adoption of LED lighting technology continues to accelerate due to its energy efficiency, longevity, and 
environmental benefits, it is imperative to understand the accompanying electrical challenges. One significant 
issue is the harmonic distortion introduced by LED lights into electrical systems. This white paper explores the 
causes of harmonic distortion from LED light conversions, its impact on electrical systems, and the potential 
damage caused by these distortions. 

Introduction 
LED (Light Emitting Diode) technology has revolutionized lighting with its superior efficiency and longevity compared 
to traditional incandescent and fluorescent lighting. However, the electronic components within LED lights, 
especially the drivers and power supplies, can introduce harmonic distortion into electrical systems. This paper 
aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of harmonic distortion, its sources, and its effects on electrical 
infrastructure. 

What is Harmonic Distortion? 
Harmonic distortion in electrical systems refers to deviations from the pure sinusoidal waveform of the supply 
voltage or current. These deviations are caused by the presence of harmonics, which are voltage or current 
waveforms with frequencies that are integer multiples of the fundamental frequency (usually 50 or 60 Hz). 
Harmonics can be categorized into: 

• Odd Harmonics: Frequencies like 3rd, 5th, 7th, etc. 
• Even Harmonics: Frequencies like 2nd, 4th, 6th, etc. 
• Interharmonics: Non-integer multiples of the fundamental frequency. 

Causes of Harmonic Distortion in LED Lighting 
LED lights require direct current (DC) power to operate, but they are typically supplied with alternating current (AC) 
power from the mains. This necessitates the use of LED drivers or power supplies that convert AC to DC. The 
conversion process, involving rectification and switching power supplies, is the primary source of harmonic 
distortion. Key factors include: 

• Non-Linear Load Characteristics: LED drivers are non-linear loads, meaning their current draw does not 
directly correspond to the applied voltage, creating harmonics. 

• Switching Power Supplies: High-frequency switching in the power supplies can inject harmonics into the 
electrical system. 

• Power Factor Correction (PFC): While some LED drivers include PFC circuits to mitigate harmonics, not all 
do, and the effectiveness varies. 

 

 

 



 
 

rchristman@bridgecag.com 
317-501-3764 Direct 

Effects of Harmonic Distortion on Electrical Systems 
The presence of harmonic distortion can have several adverse effects on electrical systems: 

Overheating of Equipment: Harmonics increase the RMS (Root Mean Square) value of the current, leading to 
additional heating in conductors and transformers. This can reduce the lifespan of electrical components. 

Voltage Distortion: Harmonic currents can cause voltage drops in the distribution system, leading to distorted 
voltage waveforms which affect the operation of other sensitive equipment. 

• Increased Losses: Harmonic currents result in increased I²R losses (where I is the current and R is the 
resistance), reducing the overall efficiency of the electrical system. 

• Interference with Communication Lines: Harmonics can cause electromagnetic interference (EMI) that 
affects data and communication lines. 

• Misoperation of Protection Devices: Protective devices like circuit breakers and fuses may misoperate due 
to the presence of harmonics, leading to nuisance tripping or failure to trip when required. 

Potential Damage and Long-term Impacts 
The damage caused by harmonic distortion is multifaceted: 

• Component Failure: Persistent overheating and voltage stress can lead to premature failure of capacitors, 
inductors, and transformers. 

• Reduced System Capacity: The additional heating and losses reduce the capacity of the electrical system 
to carry power, potentially necessitating expensive upgrades. 

• Increased Maintenance Costs: More frequent failures and the need for corrective maintenance increase 
operational costs. 

• Operational Disruptions: Unplanned outages and equipment downtime due to harmonic-induced failures 
can disrupt business operations and lead to significant financial losses. 

Mitigating Harmonic Distortion 
To mitigate the effects of harmonic distortion caused by LED lighting conversions, several strategies can be 
employed: 

• Use of High-Quality LED Drivers: Ensuring that LED drivers have built-in power factor correction (PFC) and 
harmonic filtering can significantly reduce the introduction of harmonics. 

• Harmonic Filters: Installing passive or active harmonic filters in the electrical system can help absorb and 
neutralize harmonics. 

• Proper System Design: Designing the electrical system with harmonics in mind, including derating 
transformers and conductors to handle additional heating, can mitigate some of the adverse effects. 

• Regular Monitoring and Maintenance: Implementing a robust monitoring system to regularly check 
harmonic levels and maintaining equipment can help detect and address issues early. 

Conclusion 
While LED lighting offers significant advantages in terms of energy efficiency and environmental impact, the 
introduction of harmonic distortion into electrical systems is a critical concern. Understanding the sources and 
impacts of these distortions is essential for designing and maintaining robust and efficient electrical systems. By 
employing appropriate mitigation strategies, the benefits of LED lighting can be realized without compromising the 
integrity and reliability of electrical infrastructure. 


