
If you own a home in Los Angeles, you encounter cabinet makers more often than you realize. Every kitchen
remodel, bathroom update, or built‑in media wall depends on one. Yet most people are not quite sure what a
cabinet maker actually does, how they differ from a general carpenter, or how much custom cabinets really cost in
Los Angeles.

I have spent years around cabinets in design meetings, dusty shops, and tight LA job sites where an eighth of an
inch can make or break a wall of doors. This guide pulls that experience together from a homeowner’s point of
view, so you can hire and manage a cabinet maker with confidence.

What is a cabinet maker?
A cabinet maker is a craftsperson who specializes in designing, building, and often installing cabinets and built‑in
storage. If you are asking, “What is a cabinet maker?” the short answer is: someone who turns measurements,
sketches, and wood into functional storage that actually fits your home.

Unlike factory stock cabinets that are mass‑produced in fixed sizes, a cabinet maker usually works in a shop, using
a mix of hand tools and machines to create custom or semi‑custom pieces. Their work can range from a simple
bathroom vanity to a full custom kitchen with integrated appliances, panels, and lighting.

In Los Angeles, where homes swing from 1920s Spanish to glass‑box modern, a good cabinet maker also has to
be part problem‑solver. Old plaster walls are rarely straight, beams are not always where the plans say they are,
and city inspectors can be picky. The cabinet maker is the person who figures out how to make your design vision
sit squarely in a very imperfect reality.



Cabinet maker vs carpenter: what is the difference?
People often ask, “What is the difference between a carpenter and a cabinet maker?” They both work with wood,
but the focus and level of precision differ.

A carpenter typically handles framing and structural work: studs, joists, doors, windows, baseboards, sometimes
decking and simple trim. Their measurements matter, but they usually deal with tolerances of a quarter inch or
more. It is the skeleton and basic finish of the house.

A cabinet maker, by contrast, lives in the world of sixteenths. Doors need consistent gaps. Drawers must slide
smoothly. Face frames and reveals must line up with countertops and appliances. Many cabinet makers start as
carpenters, but cabinet work is more like fine furniture attached to the wall.

In practice, a general contractor in Los Angeles may have both a finish carpenter and a cabinet maker on the same
project. The carpenter might install doors and moldings, while the cabinet maker builds and installs the kitchen,
bathroom vanities, and built‑ins.

What does a cabinet maker do, day to day?
Behind every neat bank of drawers is a messy process. Here is what a cabinet maker actually does over the course
of a project.

They meet with you (and sometimes your designer or contractor) to understand your needs: how you cook, what
you store, how tall you are, whether you want a trash pull‑out next to the sink, how many sheet pans you own.
Good cabinet makers ask practical questions that kitchen showrooms sometimes skip.

They then measure your space carefully. In Los Angeles this often means working around sloping floors,
out‑of‑square corners, old plaster, and low ceilings. A quarter inch error on paper can turn into a one‑inch
problem against a crooked wall.

Next comes design and shop drawings. Some cabinet makers sketch by hand, others use CAD or cabinet software.
They decide cabinet sizes, door styles, hardware, and interior features. For custom work, you should see
dimensioned drawings before any wood is cut.

In the shop, they cut, assemble, and finish the boxes, frames, and doors. This is where choices like plywood vs
MDF, inset vs overlay, framed vs frameless, and paint vs clear finish play out. They drill for hinges, cut for sinks and
appliances, and prefit anything tricky.

Finally, they install the cabinets on site. Some cabinet makers handle installation themselves, others hand their
work off to installers. Either way, the installer needs the same level of precision. They level and secure the boxes,
adjust doors and drawers, align reveals, and coordinate with countertop fabricators, electricians, and plumbers.

Many cabinet makers in Los Angeles also:

Provide or coordinate countertops (especially laminate, wood, and sometimes quartz)

Build bathroom vanities and linen cabinets

Make built‑in furniture such as bookshelves, window seats, banquettes, or media units

Return after countertop and appliance installation to fine‑tune doors and drawers

So if you are wondering whether a cabinet maker can make furniture, the answer is often yes, as long as it is
built‑in or closely related to cabinetry.



Custom, semi‑custom, and stock cabinets: what is the difference?
When you start shopping for a kitchen or bathroom, you will hear three terms a lot: custom, semi‑custom, and
stock. They describe how flexible the cabinets are, how they are built, and how much they cost.

Here is the short version.

Stock cabinets: Pre‑made in fixed sizes and finishes, usually sold through big box stores or showrooms.
Cheapest, fastest, least flexible.

Semi‑custom cabinets: Based on a catalog of sizes and styles, but you can adjust dimensions within certain
limits and choose more options. Middle of the road on price and flexibility.

Custom cabinets: Built to order from raw materials, to fit your exact space, with few limits on sizes or details.
Most expensive, most flexible, often best fit and finish if done well.

What is the difference between custom and semi‑custom cabinets in real life? With semi‑custom, you might be
able to change width in 3 inch increments and height in 1 inch increments, choose among several door styles, and
add some interior accessories. With custom, your cabinet maker can build a 19 3/8 inch wide cabinet to clear a
pipe, match the profile of your existing 1930s doors, or build a 10 foot tall pantry that fits under a sloped ceiling.

Is it cheaper to buy cabinets or have them made? In Los Angeles, stock or standard semi‑custom cabinets are
almost always cheaper up front than having a local cabinet maker build everything from scratch. But once you
start modifying, adding fillers, custom color, or non‑standard sizes, the price gap narrows. For tricky spaces or
high‑end homes, custom can actually be more cost‑effective in the long run because you get better use of space
and longer lifespan.

How are custom cabinets made?
The process of making custom cabinets varies from shop to shop, but the broad steps are similar.

It starts with design and planning. After measurements and concept discussions, the cabinet maker produces shop
drawings. These show cabinet sizes, door swing, hardware placement, and how everything lines up with appliances,
windows, and walls. On more complex projects, there may be a round of revisions as you and your designer
fine‑tune the layout.

Next comes material selection. For kitchen cabinets, most Los Angeles cabinet makers use a combination of
hardwood face frames and doors, plus plywood or MDF for cabinet boxes, depending on budget and preference. If
you are unsure what material is best for kitchen cabinets, this is when you talk through options like maple, oak,
walnut, birch plywood, or high‑grade MDF.

Then the cabinet maker breaks the job down into cut lists. They rip sheets of plywood or MDF, cut face frame
parts and door rails, and label everything. Accuracy here saves hours later.

Assembly follows. Boxes are glued, screwed, or dadoed together. Face frames, if used, are attached. Shelves,
dividers, and drawers are built. Holes for adjustable shelves are drilled. If the cabinets will be frameless, edge
banding is applied carefully to visible edges.

Doors and drawer fronts are then machined, sanded, and prepped. If you chose a Shaker door, that means stiles
and rails are milled and assembled around a center panel. Raised panel or slab doors require different tooling and
attention.

Finishing is its own craft. Some shops spray lacquer or conversion varnish in a controlled spray booth. Others use
waterborne finishes or catalyzed paints. Stained wood has to be sanded to the right grit, then stained, sealed, and



top‑coated. Painted finishes often involve primer, sanding, and multiple coats to get that smooth, wipeable
surface. When you ask, “What is the best finish for kitchen cabinets?”, you are really weighing durability,
repairability, and environmental concerns. In LA, waterborne finishes have grown in popularity because they are
lower in VOCs but still durable when applied correctly.

Finally, hardware is fitted and the cabinets are pre‑assembled for install. Hinges, drawer slides, pull‑outs, trash
units, and organizers are set up so they can be quickly installed and adjusted on site.

So when people ask, “How are custom cabinets made?” the full answer is: with a mix of careful design, precise
cutting, meticulous finishing, and a lot of patience.

How long does it take to make and install custom cabinets?
For a typical Los Angeles kitchen, the time to make custom cabinets is usually in the range of 4 to 10 weeks from
final approval of drawings and finishes. That window depends on the shop’s workload, complexity, and finishing
schedule.

Simple projects, like a basic bathroom vanity or a small laundry cabinet, can be turned around in a few weeks.
High‑end kitchens with elaborate finishes, glass doors, appliance panels, and integrated lighting can stretch to
several months, especially if the design keeps changing.

“How long does a custom kitchen take to install?” is a slightly different question. Installation time for a standard
custom kitchen is often 3 to 7 working days. Factors that extend this include:

Very large or complex layouts

Difficult access in older hillside homes

Waiting for other trades, like plumbers or electricians, to finish rough‑ins

On‑site modifications to deal with surprises in the walls or floors

Keep in mind that countertops, backsplash, and final painting usually happen after cabinets are in, so full kitchen
usability typically comes a few weeks after cabinet installation starts.

What materials are best for custom cabinets?
When people ask, “What is the best material for kitchen cabinets?” they are usually trying to understand three
things: structural strength, moisture resistance, and appearance.

Most high‑quality custom cabinets combine these elements:

Solid wood is used mainly for door frames, drawer fronts, and sometimes face frames. For custom kitchen cabinets
in Los Angeles, common woods include maple (smooth and good for paint), oak (visible grain, very durable),
walnut (rich color, more expensive), and alder or beech on some projects. So when you ask “What is the best wood
for custom cabinets?”, the honest answer is that it depends on look and budget, but maple and oak are
workhorses for durability.

Plywood is often used for cabinet boxes, shelves, and sometimes drawer boxes. Good cabinet‑grade plywood has
multiple thin plies and a smooth face. Are plywood cabinets better than MDF? Structurally, high‑quality plywood
handles screws better, resists sagging, and tolerates small amounts of moisture better than standard MDF. Many
pros prefer plywood boxes in busy kitchens for that reason.

MDF (medium density fiberboard) is smooth, flat, and excellent for painted finishes, especially doors and panels. It
does not have grain telegraphing through paint. The downside is that MDF does not like water, and it is weaker



than plywood when screwed into edges. For painted Shaker doors, though, MDF center panels or even full MDF
doors can be very stable and attractive.

As for thickness, a solid custom cabinet maker will specify 3/4 inch material for cabinet sides and shelves in most
kitchens, especially for wall cabinets and long spans. When people ask, “How thick should custom cabinet wood
be?”, 3/4 inch is the typical standard for strength and rigidity. Drawer bottoms and some back panels may be
thinner, but that should be a conscious choice, not cost‑cutting guesswork.

Framed vs frameless cabinets is another common question. Framed cabinets have a face frame attached to the
front of the box; doors attach to the frame. Frameless cabinets (often called European style) have doors attached
directly to the box and offer more interior space and a more modern, flush look. In Los Angeles, frameless has
become very popular in modern and transitional homes, while framed or inset remains a favorite in traditional or
classic designs. Neither is inherently “better,” but frameless requires very consistent construction, and framed is
sometimes more forgiving in older, crooked houses.

How much do custom cabinets cost in Los Angeles?
Prices vary widely, so anyone who gives a single number is not being honest. But you can work with ranges.

For a typical Los Angeles kitchen with custom cabinets built by a reputable local shop, expect a ballpark of 800 to
1,600 dollars per linear foot of cabinetry, including design, fabrication, finish, and basic installation. High‑end work
with premium wood species, inset doors, specialty hardware, and complex finishes can climb above that, especially
on small jobs where setup time is high.

So if you ask, “How much do custom kitchen cabinets cost in Los Angeles?”, a modest 10 by 10 kitchen with
mostly base and wall cabinets might land in the 20,000 to 40,000 dollar range for cabinets alone, while a large,
fully built‑in kitchen in a high‑end home can easily run 60,000 to 100,000 dollars or more. Those numbers do not
include appliances, countertops, flooring, or major structural work.

“How much does a custom cabinet maker cost?” on smaller projects like a bathroom vanity in LA might be in the
3,000 to 7,000 dollar range depending on size, materials, and finish.

When homeowners ask, “How much should I pay for custom cabinets?”, I suggest focusing on value rather than
just the price tag. Inquire what material thickness is used, whether boxes are plywood or particleboard, what finish
system is applied, what hardware brand is specified, and how many site visits and adjustments are included. Thin
materials, cheap hinges, or a one‑coat finish may look fine on day one but will show their limits quickly.

As for markup, cabinet makers typically have to cover design time, shop overhead, labor, finishing, installation, and
warranty. The gross markup on custom cabinets often ranges from 30 to 50 percent over direct material and labor
costs, which keeps the business solvent, especially in an expensive market like LA. If someone’s quote is
dramatically below that, you should ask what corners are being cut.

Many custom cabinet makers in Los Angeles now offer or work with financing partners, especially on large kitchen
projects. So if you are asking, “Do custom cabinet makers offer financing?”, the answer is often yes, through
third‑party lenders, though terms and interest rates vary widely.

Are custom cabinets worth the money?
Whether custom cabinets are worth the money depends on your house, your long‑term plans, and your
standards.



In a high‑value Los Angeles neighborhood, where buyers expect quality finishes, custom cabinets can absolutely
be a good investment. Well‑designed, well‑built cabinets add value to a home and can last decades with normal
care. The average lifespan of custom cabinets in a typical home is often 20 to 40 years, and I have seen solid wood
cabinets from the 1960s still functioning well after a few tune‑ups.

From an appraisal perspective, a fully updated kitchen with custom or high‑end semi‑custom cabinets generally
improves resale value more than a quick stock cabinet swap. Neutral, timeless choices also matter. If you are
asking, “What is the best cabinet color for resale value?”, whites, soft off‑whites, and light neutrals remain safe bets
in Los Angeles, because they photograph well and allow buyers to imagine their own style.

Are custom cabinets better than stock cabinets? In terms of fit, durability, and repairability, typically yes, if the
custom shop does good work. You get thicker materials, better hardware, and the ability to repair or refinish
instead of rip out. But if you are doing a rental unit or a quick flip, high‑quality stock cabinets might pencil out
better, especially if the market level does not reward the upgrade.

Why are custom cabinets so expensive? Labor in Los Angeles is costly, shop rent is high, finishing requires
specialized equipment, and every project is essentially a small production run. You are paying for skilled hours and
local capacity, not just boards and hinges.

Refacing, refinishing, or replacing: which is cheaper?
Many LA homeowners want a refreshed kitchen without a full gut job, which leads Kitchen Remodeling Services In
Los Angeles to questions like: Is it cheaper to refinish or replace kitchen cabinets? Is cabinet refacing worth it? How
much does it cost to reface kitchen cabinets?

Refinishing means keeping your existing cabinets, stripping or sanding the old finish, and applying new stain or
paint. This is usually the cheapest route if your cabinet boxes are structurally sound and you still like the door style
and layout. Costs might range from a few thousand dollars for a small kitchen to 10,000 dollars or more for a
large space, depending on prep, repairs, and finish.

Refacing means keeping your existing cabinet boxes but replacing doors and drawer fronts, and applying a new
veneer or laminated skin to the visible faces of the boxes. It is more expensive than simple refinishing but still
cheaper than full replacement. In Los Angeles, refacing costs often fall in the 8,000 to 20,000 dollar range for an
average kitchen. Cabinet refacing is worth it when your layout works, your boxes are decent quality, and you
mainly dislike the style and color.

Full replacement with new custom cabinets is most expensive up front, but it lets you change layout, interior
storage, and materials completely. It is usually the right move if your existing cabinets are low quality, water
damaged, poorly laid out, or too far gone.

Some cabinet makers handle refinishing and refacing, others focus only on new work. If your heart is set on
custom cabinets eventually, sometimes it is better to save and do it once rather than pay for refacing now and
replacing again in 10 years.

Style, color, and LA trends
In Los Angeles, the most popular kitchen cabinet style in recent years has been a clean Shaker door in white or
light neutral tones, often paired with a contrasting island. Questions like, “Are white cabinets going out of style?”
come up constantly. White has been dominant for over a decade, and while we see more warm woods and deeper
colors now, white and soft off‑whites are still a solid, safe choice, especially for resale.

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCbchyUzu3TN-x8eJTHevJUg
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCbchyUzu3TN-x8eJTHevJUg


Natural wood, particularly white oak in a light finish, has surged, especially in modern and Scandinavian‑influenced
homes. Dark blues and greens show up on islands and lower cabinets. For long‑term appeal, avoid ultra‑trendy
colors if you expect to sell within a few years.

The most expensive kitchen cabinets typically involve custom design, inset doors, furniture‑style details, premium
woods like walnut, and hand‑applied finishes. Hollywood Hills and Westside homes often lean this way, where
cabinets become architectural elements rather than just storage.

Permits, countertops, and bathrooms
“Do I need a permit for kitchen cabinets in Los Angeles?” is a smart question. Swapping cabinets for similar units in
the same layout, with no electrical, plumbing, or structural changes, typically does not require a building permit.
However, the moment you move plumbing, add or relocate electrical circuits, or change wall framing, you are in
permitted territory. Most actual kitchen remodels involving custom cabinets in LA do require permits because they
involve more than just boxes.

Many cabinet makers also handle or coordinate countertops. They may fabricate laminate or wood tops in‑house
and partner with stone shops for quartz, granite, and porcelain slabs. So if you ask, “Do cabinet makers also do
countertops?”, the practical answer is that they often manage that piece of the puzzle for you, even if they
subcontract the fabrication.

Cabinet makers almost always do bathroom vanities as part of their normal work. Vanities, linen towers, medicine
cabinets, and even custom mirror frames fall in their wheelhouse and use the same materials and joinery as
kitchen cabinets, just with more attention to moisture and ventilation.

How to find and vet a good cabinet maker in Los Angeles
Finding a skilled, reliable cabinet maker in LA can feel harder than it should. There is no universal answer to “Who
is the best cabinet maker in Los Angeles?” because the right fit depends on your style, budget, and project size.
Some shops excel at ultra‑modern, others at traditional. Some love tiny, tricky spaces; others only take large
projects.

To find candidates, start with referrals from contractors, designers, or friends whose kitchens you admire. Walk real
kitchens, not just showrooms. Ask how the cabinets have held up, how the schedule went, and whether the
cabinet maker returned for adjustments.

When you meet prospects, you can use a focused set of questions. Here is a simple list that many of my clients
have used effectively:

What materials do you use for boxes, doors, and drawers, and at what thicknesses?

Can I see recent projects, and may I speak with one or two past clients?

Who does the installation, and how do you handle site issues or surprises?

What is included in your quote, what is excluded, and how do you handle changes?

What kind of warranty do you provide on cabinets, finish, and hardware?

Good cabinet makers answer these directly, in plain language. Vague responses, reluctance to show work, or an
unwillingness to put details in writing are all red flags.

“How do you know if a cabinet maker is good?” Beyond referrals, pay attention to the small things: Are their shop
drawings clear? Do they show up when they say they will? Do they measure carefully, or eyeball things? Does their



sample door feel substantial, or flimsy? Precision in paperwork usually mirrors precision in the shop.

Can custom cabinets be modified after installation?
This comes up more often than you might think. Maybe your new fridge is taller, or you want to add a pull‑out to
a deep cabinet.

Can custom cabinets be modified after installation? Sometimes, yes, and sometimes not without pain. Adding
interior organizers, rollout shelves, or dividers is usually straightforward and many cabinet makers are happy to
retrofit. Changing door sizes, moving appliances, or altering face frames is more complicated and can snowball into
finish repairs and re‑alignment of the whole run.

If you think you might want flexibility in the future, discuss it early. Simple design choices, like leaving a little extra
height above the fridge, using adjustable shelving, or planning for future pull‑outs, can save a lot of hassle later.

Final thoughts for LA homeowners
Custom cabinets sit at the intersection of carpentry, design, and project management. When they are done well,
you barely notice them, because drawers glide smoothly, doors close quietly, and everything you own seems to
have a place.

Are custom cabinets a good investment for every Los Angeles home? Not always. For some properties, refacing or
good semi‑custom units make more sense. For others, especially long‑term homes or higher‑end neighborhoods,
investing in well‑designed, well‑built custom cabinets is one of the most satisfying upgrades you can make.

If you understand what a cabinet maker does, what drives cost, and how to judge quality, you are far less likely to
be surprised halfway through your project. And that means you can focus on the fun part: living in a kitchen,
bathroom, or living area that finally works the way you always wished it would.
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