
Walk into almost any Los Angeles kitchen remodel, and you will run into the same fork in the road: custom
cabinets or stock cabinets. One choice protects your budget and timeline. The other unlocks every inch of space in
that quirky 1930s Spanish or glassy Hollywood Hills home. Both have a place in this city, but they solve very
different problems.

I have watched clients light up when they see their custom walnut pantry wrap perfectly around a structural beam
they once hated. I have also watched people overspend on fully custom cabinetry when a good semi‑custom line
would have freed cash for better appliances and lighting. The right answer depends less on Instagram inspiration
and more on how you live, what you can realistically spend, and the bones of your house.

This guide looks specifically at Los Angeles conditions: high labor costs, permits, small bungalows beside new
construction, and a strong resale market. Along the way, I will weave in what a cabinet maker actually does, what
drives the price, and when stock cabinets are perfectly sensible.

What a cabinet maker really does
People often ask, “What is a cabinet maker, and how is that different from a carpenter?” The distinction matters
when you are about to spend tens of thousands on a kitchen.

A carpenter is a broader trade. Carpenters frame walls, hang doors, build decks, install trim, and sometimes install
prebuilt cabinets. Their work focuses on structure and general building.

A cabinet maker is a specialist in precision woodwork. When you ask, “What does a cabinet maker do?” think of
everything that needs fine tolerances, clean reveals, and durable joinery. A good cabinet maker:

designs and engineers boxes, doors, drawers, and panels to fit exact spaces and appliances

selects appropriate materials (plywood, MDF, hardwoods, veneers) based on budget and use

builds the cabinets in a shop with dedicated machinery and jigs

applies finishes or coordinates finishing

delivers and often installs the cabinetry on site

That focus on accuracy and finish quality is why cabinet makers often handle built‑ins, wall units, bathroom
vanities, and sometimes furniture such as media consoles and benches. So if you are wondering, “Can a cabinet
maker make furniture?” the answer is usually yes, provided it is within their style and equipment.

Some firms handle design, building, installation, and even countertops. Others build only and hand off installation
to a separate crew. Always ask directly, “Do cabinet makers install cabinets?” and “Do cabinet makers also do
countertops?” because it influences how you coordinate the job and where potential finger‑pointing might occur if
something is off.

Custom vs stock vs semi‑custom: what is the actual difference?
Before weighing pros and cons, it helps to define the three basic options.

Stock cabinets are factory produced in fixed sizes and finishes, usually in 3 inch width increments. Think big‑box
stores or online cabinet brands with set door styles. You choose from what exists. Modifications are minimal, and
fillers are used to make everything fit.



Custom cabinets are built to your exact measurements. Width, height, depth, odd angles, special pullouts,
integrated lighting, and nonstandard finishes can all be tailored. You are not limited to a catalog. When people ask,
“How are custom cabinets made?” the short answer is: measured on site, drafted, then built piece by piece in a
shop with your project in mind.

Semi‑custom cabinets sit between those two. You start with a catalog line, but you can modify sizes, choose more
finishes, and sometimes tweak details such as drawer depths, panel configurations, and interior accessories. When
someone asks, “What is the difference between custom and semi‑custom cabinets?” it usually comes down to the
degree of flexibility. Semi‑custom may let you adjust sizes in 1 inch increments and add some organizers, while
custom lets you do a 17⅝ inch deep pantry because that is precisely what clears a nearby window frame.

In Los Angeles, where many kitchens have odd walls, sloped ceilings, or tight clearances around existing windows,
semi‑custom is often the minimum that makes sense. Fully custom comes in when you have structural quirks,
strong design requirements, or a desire for premium joinery and materials.

Are custom cabinets better than stock cabinets?
The honest answer is: custom cabinets are better for some L.A. Homes and wasteful for others. You have to
consider space, budget, timeline, and resale strategy.

Here is a compact way to think about it.

1. Where custom cabinets outperform stock

Custom shines in older Spanish, Craftsman, and Mid‑Century homes where no wall is straight and you have
tight spaces. You get precise sizing, which can mean an extra drawer stack, a taller pantry, or a deeper island.
Custom cabinetry also allows you to match existing woodwork or add architectural details that belong to the
house style. If you have high‑end appliances, custom panels and exact cutouts make the whole kitchen feel
cohesive. From a durability standpoint, quality custom shops usually use thicker plywood, better drawer slides,
and slow‑close hardware as standard, which improves the average lifespan of custom cabinets. Expect 25 to
40 years with reasonable care.

2. Where stock cabinets win

Stock cabinets still make sense in lower price‑point flips, rental units, or secondary kitchens such as a
basement in‑law suite. If you are asking, “Is it cheaper to buy cabinets or have them made?” stock will almost
always come in lower on sticker price and faster on lead time. Many stock lines now offer acceptable finishes
and soft‑close hinges, and in a straightforward condo box, you may not gain much storage with custom.

3. Where semi‑custom is the sweet spot

In many Los Angeles remodels, semi‑custom cabinets give you 80 percent of the functionality of custom at a
lower cost. You can tweak dimensions, improve storage, and choose nicer finishes, yet you are not paying for a
fully bespoke build. For buyers focused on resale, a quality semi‑custom line from a known brand is often
enough for appraisers and buyers to see value.

So when you ask, “Are custom cabinets better than stock cabinets?” the better question is: better for what?
Precision fit and long‑term durability, yes. Pure cost per linear foot, no.

What drives cost in Los Angeles



Two questions come up on almost every project: “How much does a custom cabinet maker cost?” and “How much
do custom kitchen cabinets cost in Los Angeles?”

You will see broad ranges depending on material, finish, and design complexity, but here are realistic ballparks as
of the mid‑2020s:

Stock cabinets for a modest Los Angeles kitchen might run 8,000 to 18,000 dollars for cabinets and basic trim,
before installation. Semi‑custom often lands between 18,000 and 35,000 dollars installed, for an average sized
kitchen.

For fully custom kitchen cabinets built by a reputable L.A. Shop, it is common to see 40,000 to 80,000 dollars, and
complex or very large kitchens can cross 100,000 dollars. When clients ask, “How much should I pay for custom
cabinets?” I usually say: plan on custom cabinetry being one of the top two line items in a remodel, alongside
appliances or stone.

A separate way to look at it: a full kitchen cabinet remodel in Los Angeles, including removal, new custom cabinets,
standard quartz countertops, and basic installation, often falls in the 60,000 to 120,000 dollar range depending on
size and finishes.

People also ask about the markup on custom cabinets. Local custom shops typically need to cover labor, materials,
rent, insurance, equipment, design time, and warranty service. By the time cabinetry reaches the homeowner
through a designer or contractor, total markup over direct material costs can be significant, sometimes 50 to 100
percent or more. That does not mean anyone is getting rich. It reflects how labor intensive this work is in a high
cost city.

For those on tighter budgets, the next question becomes, “What is the cheapest way to get custom cabinets?”
Options include simplifying door styles, using paint‑grade materials rather than stained hardwoods, limiting glass
doors and specialty pullouts, and keeping layouts close to existing plumbing and electrical. Some shops offer
financing or staged payments. It is reasonable to ask, “Do custom cabinet makers offer financing?” Many do
through third party lenders, particularly larger operations that sell direct to homeowners.

Why are custom cabinets so expensive?
Once you have seen how the sausage is made, the price makes more sense. The process of making custom
cabinets involves:

Site measurement in detail, including checking out of square walls and verifying appliance specs.

Engineering and drafting each piece, including clearances for door swings, hardware, and adjacent finishes.



Material selection and cutting, often from full plywood sheets and hardwood lumber. Assembly with specific
joinery such as dadoes, rabbets, dowels, or pocket screws. Sanding, priming, and finishing, which is labor heavy,
especially for smooth painted doors. Installation on site, with scribing, leveling, and adjustment so doors line up
and gaps are even.

In Los Angeles, each of those steps is carried out by people who need to pay L.A. Rent. Shop space is expensive.
Insurance and regulations add overhead. That is why a custom cabinet maker cost per hour is substantially higher
here than in many other parts of the country.

Material also matters. If you want solid walnut doors, dovetailed drawer boxes, and a catalyzed conversion varnish
finish, you are into the realm of what most would call the most expensive kitchen cabinets. Those choices improve
look and longevity, but they add significantly to the bottom line.

Materials: plywood, MDF, and the best woods for L.A. Kitchens
Material choice drives durability, weight, and sometimes resale value.

People frequently ask, “What material is best for kitchen cabinets?” and “Are plywood cabinets better than MDF?”
The accurate answer is: it depends where in the cabinet and how you plan to use the kitchen.

For cabinet boxes, good quality plywood is usually the better choice, especially in a humid coastal climate or
cook‑heavy household. Plywood handles screws better, resists sagging, and deals with small moisture incidents
better than standard MDF. In Los Angeles, I typically recommend plywood boxes for midrange and higher
projects, with moisture resistant grades near sinks.

For doors and panels, MDF has advantages when you want a painted finish. It machines cleanly and resists grain
telegraphing through the paint. A common best practice is plywood boxes with MDF shaker doors that are then



painted, or hardwood frames with MDF panels. So when clients ask, “Are plywood cabinets better than MDF?” I
clarify that we often mix both, using each where it performs best.

Regarding species, “What is the best wood for custom cabinets?” depends on style. For stained finishes, white oak
is currently the most requested in L.A., with walnut a close second for contemporary and midcentury inspired
homes. Maple works well for paint grade interiors and light stains. For durability and availability, maple and white
oak are safe bets.

Thickness matters as well. “How thick should custom cabinet wood be?” For frameless European style cabinets, I
like at least ¾ inch plywood for boxes. For framed cabinets, ½ inch sides can work on uppers but ⅝ or ¾ feels
more solid, especially on bases.

Style, color, and resale in Los Angeles
Cabinet style choices intersect with trends and long term value. People regularly ask, “What is the most popular
kitchen cabinet style?” For the last decade, shaker has dominated. In Los Angeles, a clean, simple shaker in white,
soft greige, or light wood tone still feels safe.

“Are white cabinets going out of style?” is a question that comes up almost weekly. Pure stark white everywhere
has cooled a bit, but white upper cabinets with warmer lowers, or white paired with oak, still sell very well. Buyers
care more about quality and layout than whether the cabinets are pure white or a warm off white.

As for “What is the best cabinet color for resale value?” neutrals win. White, soft gray, greige, and light wood
finishes generally appeal to the broadest buyer pool. Deep blues, greens, and nearly black lowers can work in
higher end projects, but they risk dating more quickly in entry priced homes.

Framed vs frameless is another style decision. “Are framed or frameless cabinets better?” Framed cabinets have a
face frame around the opening. They feel traditional, can be a bit more forgiving to install, and are common in
more classic L.A. Homes. Frameless cabinets, sometimes called European style, provide cleaner lines and slightly
more interior space. They suit contemporary spaces and many midcentury revivals. Quality matters more than
type, though, and either can look beautiful if built and installed well.

Timing: how long custom cabinets really take
Time is often the deciding factor in a remodel. “How long does it take to make custom cabinets?” depends on the
shop’s backlog, material availability, and your decisiveness.

In Los Angeles, from final design approval to delivery, custom cabinet production often takes 8 to 14 weeks. If you
select specialty veneers, back painted glass, or unusual hardware, expect the longer end of that range.

Installation then adds more time. For a typical kitchen, “How long does a custom kitchen take to install?” is usually
3 to 7 working days just for cabinet installation, assuming the space is prepared, walls are ready, and flooring is in
place. Countertops, backsplashes, painting, and appliance hookups extend the overall duration, so your total
kitchen downtime is usually measured in months, not weeks.

Stock cabinets shorten the front end. If the line is in stock, you may get cabinets within days or a couple of weeks.
Semi‑custom lives in the middle, typically 4 to 8 weeks.

Permits and Los Angeles specifics



Another L.A. Question: “Do I need a permit for kitchen cabinets in Los Angeles?” If you are only replacing cabinets
in the same layout without moving plumbing, gas, or electrical, many projects proceed as “like for like” without a
full building permit. The minute you start altering walls, relocating appliances, or opening the ceiling, you are
usually in permitted territory.

Even with a simple cabinet swap, always coordinate with your general contractor or check with the city, because
requirements can change and enforcement varies by inspector. If you live in a condo or historic building, HOA
rules or historical preservation guidelines may also apply.

Are custom cabinets worth the money?
Whether custom cabinets are a good investment depends on how long you will stay and the value of your house.
“Do custom cabinets add value to a home?” Generally yes, especially in mid to high price Los Angeles
neighborhoods where buyers expect a certain level of finish. Appraisers will not itemize cabinet brands, but a well
designed, high quality kitchen influences overall perceived value.

From a numbers perspective, a thoughtful, quality kitchen remodel in Los Angeles often recoups a significant
portion of its cost on resale, but rarely 100 percent. Custom cabinets tilt the mix toward enjoyment return rather
than pure financial return. If you cook daily, entertain, or plan to stay 10 years, the daily quality of life
improvement can justify the expense.

For rental properties or short hold flips, the calculus changes. There, the question, “Are custom cabinets worth the
money?” usually leads to no except in luxury flips, and good quality stock or semi‑custom becomes the smarter
move. In those cases, people also consider whether it is cheaper to refinish or replace kitchen cabinets. If the
existing cabinets are solid, refacing or refinishing can stretch your budget far.

“Is cabinet refacing worth it?” In many L.A. Homes, yes, when the cabinet boxes are structurally sound, the layout
works, and you mainly want a new look. Refacing costs, in broad strokes, 40 to 70 percent of the cost of replacing
with new cabinets, depending on finishes and door style. “How much does it cost to reface kitchen cabinets?” For a
standard kitchen locally, you may hear quotes in the range of 15,000 to 35,000 dollars depending on size and
material.

When clients want a number, I usually frame it like this: if your boxes are poor quality or the layout wastes space,
spend the money on new, well planned cabinets. If your layout is efficient and your boxes are strong, refacing and
new countertops can work wonders.

Finding and judging a good cabinet maker in Los Angeles
Choosing the right professional matters more than choosing between custom and stock. A poor cabinet maker
can ruin even the best materials.

People ask, “How do I find a good cabinet maker?” and “What should I look for in a cabinet maker?” Referrals from
contractors and designers carry more weight than online reviews alone. Good cabinet makers often have a stable
of repeat trade clients.

When you interview, have a short mental checklist of questions to ask a cabinet maker:

1. What materials do you use for boxes, doors, and drawer boxes, and why?

2. Who installs the cabinets, your team or a subcontractor?

3. Can I see recent jobs in person or at least detailed photos with closeups of corners and seams?

4. What is your typical lead time, and what could delay it?



5. How do you handle problems discovered after installation, such as finish flaws or doors that warp?

You also want to understand, “How do you know if a cabinet maker is good?” Look at how they talk about
problems. Every job has at least one surprise, especially in older L.A. Houses. A competent cabinet maker will
acknowledge that and describe clear processes for measuring, templating, and handling out of square conditions.

Ask to see an example of their shop drawings. Precise drawings with clear dimensions, appliance callouts, and
section views are a good sign. Sloppy or vague plans are a red flag.

And about the question, “Who is the best cabinet maker in Los Angeles?” There is no single answer. There are
several excellent shops that serve different budgets and aesthetics. The “best” one for you is the one whose
workmanship, communication style, and pricing align with your project.

Installation, modification, and lifespan
Once the cabinets are in, people often wonder about flexibility and longevity.

“Can custom Kitchen Remodeling Services In Los Angeles cabinets be modified after installation?” Small changes,
such as adding rollout trays, swapping hardware, or adjusting shelves, are straightforward. Structural changes,
such as altering box sizes or moving entire runs, are more complicated and can be expensive. When you choose a
fully custom maker, it is easier for them to build matching additions later, but color matching painted finishes can
be tricky because paint ages and batches vary.

“What is the average lifespan of custom cabinets?” A well built custom kitchen in Los Angeles can last 25 to 40
years, sometimes longer if you avoid water damage and care for the finish. Stock cabinets at the lower end may
show wear earlier, especially in rental units with heavy use.

Many custom makers also do bathroom vanities and other built‑ins. If you are already working with someone you
like, it is efficient to have them handle vanities, laundry room cabinets, and mudroom storage in the same project.
That helps maintain a coherent look throughout the house.

So, which option fits your L.A. Home?
When you strip away the marketing, you are left with a handful of practical questions that determine whether
custom cabinets are better than stock cabinets for your Los Angeles home:

Do you have an unusual layout, tight corners, low ceilings, or architectural details you want to emphasize? Custom
or at least semi‑custom makes it far easier to use every inch and respect the character of the house.

Is your home in a price range where buyers expect high end finishes and will notice the difference in drawer action,
material thickness, and design detail? Then custom cabinets are more likely to be a good investment and add
value to the home.

Is your budget tight, or are you renovating a rental or a modest flip? Stock or semi‑custom cabinets, possibly with
a well done refacing, probably make more financial sense.

Are you a serious cook or entertainer who will use every drawer, pullout, and shelf daily? Investing in custom
storage that fits your workflow pays off in daily satisfaction.

If you work through those points honestly with a trustworthy professional, the right path usually becomes clear.
Custom cabinetry is a powerful tool, not an automatic requirement. The goal is a kitchen that fits your life in Los
Angeles, holds up to the way you live, and feels like it belongs to the house and the neighborhood around it.

https://maps.app.goo.gl/Eexc9oz6LZwSjKnm7
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