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This simple home improvement project involves installing a “photocell” on your existing outdoor 
light(s) to control the lights for safety, security and energy savings. 
 

WARNING:  If you are unsure about this project, consult a qualified 
contractor or electrician.  We disclaim any and all liability should you 
suffer any loss or injury.  Perform at your own risk!  Do not use a photocell 
with a dimmer switch. 

 
The purpose of the photocell is to automatically turn on your exterior light(s) at dusk, then turn 
off the light(s) at dawn.  This saves energy (lights turn off automatically) as well as provides safety 
(illuminates the house at night).  Also, no more forgetting to turn lights on or off! Great for when you 
go on vacation or arrive home after dark! 
 

Note:  Most photocells that you can purchase at HomeDepot/Lowes work up to about 
1100 watts.  You need to add up the total number of watts (the power of the light 
bulbs) to control.  Do not exceed the amount reported on the photocell (or 
packaging/manuals).  My house has 4 lights that I want to control, each with a 60-watt 
bulb.  That’s a total of 240 watts.  This is well under the rated watts of the photocell; 
we can proceed! 
 

You will need a few items: A screwdriver, wire strippers, black 
electrical tape ($1), wire nuts ($1), a photocell ($12), an electrical 
box ($5) and various size screws.  (There are many colors/varieties of 
boxes to choose from.  Select one based on your preference.) 
 
Follow these steps: 

 
1. Start by turning off the power to the light fixture(s) at either the main circuit 
breaker panel or the light switch.  Make sure the power remains off.  Put tape on the 
switch to lets others know that you are working on the circuit.  This also helps 
prevent someone from accidentally turning the power on while working on this 
project! 
 

 
2. Next, remove the existing light fixture from the wall.  Mount the electric box to the wall (you may 
have to “punch” out some holes in the electric box) and feed the existing house wiring through the 
electric box. Make sure the mounting holes for the light aligns with the mounting holes on the electric 
box.  Some lights have a bracket that can mount on the electric box and rotate or adjust to fit the 
existing light. 
 
The existing house wiring should have 2 or 3 wires – ONE Black, ONE White, and ONE 
Ground/Green/Bare wire (may not be present on older homes). 
 

The black wire is usually the “hot” wire and will “shock” you if the power is not off.  
The white wire is the “neutral” wire and should not have any voltage.  
The green or bare copper is the ground (if present) and should not have any voltage. 
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3. Now mount the photocell in the electric box.  Make sure that the photocell points toward the 
sunlight, not toward a dark area.  Otherwise, the light(s) may come on too early and stay on too long.  
Read the instructions that came with your particular photocell. 
 
Note:  When connecting wires, the ends of the wires should be stripped about 
a half-inch then wrapped together, then secured with a wire nut, then taped 
with electrical tape.  There should not be any visible copper strands 
exposed from the black, white or red wires!  These could “arc” or 
“short-out” or start a fire or shock someone! 
 
4. In this example, the black wire on the photocell connects to the existing 
black wire coming from the house.  Strip, connect, wire nut, and tape these wires together. 
 
5. The white wire on the photocell connects to the existing white wire from the house AND the white 
wire on the light fixture.  Strip, connect, wire nut, and tape these wires together. 
 
6. The red wire on the photocell connects to the existing BLACK WIRE FROM THE LIGHT FIXTURE. 
Strip, connect, wire nut and tape these wires together. 
 
7. The ground wire (if present) should be “grounded” to the electrical box, and then connected to the 
light fixture (if the light fixture has a “ground” wire/connection).  Wire nut and tape. 
 
8. Bunch up all the wires and push them into the electric box.  Mount the light 
fixture over the electric box and secure with the mounting screws you 
removed in step 2.  Be careful not to “nick” or damage the wiring. 
 
9.  Turn the power back on. If the circuit breaker activates, check your wiring. 
If all is fine, then you can place a piece of tape over the light switch to keep the 
power on to the photocell.  The photocell will now act as an automatic daylight 
switch. 
 
Note:  To test the photocell during the day, place a piece of black tape over 
the photocell.  After a couple of minutes the light should turn on.  Remove the 
tape and the light should turn off.  Now you’re ready for the evening to arrive.  (As of July 24, my lights 
automatically come on about 8:30pm and go off at dawn.) 
 
Optional:  If you have multiple lights on a single switch, the easiest way to control all the lights with 
the photocell is to connect the BLACK wire (that connects to the additional lights) to the RED wire 
on the photocell (step 6).  The WHITE wires connect together.  The GROUND wires connect 
together.  Another option is to install a photocell at each light (can get expensive). 
 
Optional:  For additional savings, switch your light bulbs to high-efficiency compact-fluorescent-lights 
(CFLs).  The goal is to minimize WATTS and maximize LUMENS (amount of light).  A typical CFL gives 
off the equivalent light of a 60-Watt bulb, but uses only 27 Watts.  Higher and lower rated bulbs are 
available. 
 
Optional:  Instead of installing one-main photocell as shown here, you can replace your existing light 
fixture with a new light fixture that has a photocell built-in.  Built-in photocells usually add about $20 
to the price of a new fixture (compared to a fixture without a built-in photocell). 


