If you ask five cabinet makers in Los Angeles what the best wood is for custom cabinets, you will probably get five
different answers, each of them confident. The trick is that they are all right, but not for the same kitchen, budget,

or household.

Los Angeles has its own mix of coastal moisture, inland heat, style trends, and building quirks. A wood that
performs beautifully in a Seattle bungalow can warp or crack in a Bel Air kitchen with walls of glass. After twenty
years of walking job sites from Santa Monica to Pasadena, | have learned that the "best wood” is always a

combination of species, construction, and finish that fits both the home and the homeowner.

Let us walk through how to think about wood choices for custom kitchen cabinets in Los Angeles, and along the
way | will answer the questions people ask me most often when they are trying to decide whether custom cabinets

are worth the money.

What a cabinet maker actually does

A lot of homeowners are not quite sure what a cabinet maker is, or how that differs from a carpenter. The short

version: a cabinet maker is a specialist. A carpenter is usually a generalist.

A carpenter might frame the house, hang doors, do baseboards, and build a deck. A cabinet maker spends almost
all day on built-in storage: kitchen cabinets, bathroom vanities, media units, built-ins, and often some kinds of
furniture. When you ask, “What does a cabinet maker do?” in a kitchen context, the answer is more than just
building boxes. A good one will measure the room, design the layout, select appropriate materials, engineer the

joinery, build the boxes and doors, finish them, and either install them personally or work closely with an installer.

The difference between a carpenter and a cabinet maker shows up in the details. Perfectly aligned reveals, doors
that stay flat for decades, drawers that feel solid but glide easily, finish that looks deep rather than painted-on.

That is where specialization pays off.

Most custom shops in Los Angeles are “full service” in practice. They design, build, and install cabinets, and many
also do bathroom vanities, laundry room storage, and even some furniture pieces like built-in banquettes or
bookcases. Quite a few also coordinate countertops with trusted fabricators. They may not cut stone themselves,

but they will handle the handoff, templating, and fit so the whole project feels seamless.

How custom cabinets are actually built
Understanding how custom cabinets are made helps you make better decisions about wood and budget.

The process of making custom cabinets usually runs in clear stages. First comes design and measurement. A
cabinet maker will field-measure the kitchen, confirm wall conditions, ceiling heights, and appliance specs, then
create shop drawings. Those drawings are not just pretty pictures; they show every box size, door overlay, hinge

type, and material callout.

Next is material selection. This is where you answer questions like: What is the best material for kitchen cabinets in
this particular home? Are plywood cabinets better than MDF for this design? What thickness should the cabinet
sides be? For quality custom work in Los Angeles, cabinet boxes are most often 3/4 inch plywood or, in some
modern designs, 3/4 inch high-grade MDF for specific components like painted doors. Cheaper work often cuts

that down to 5/8 inch or even 1/2 inch, which saves money upfront but sacrifices rigidity and lifespan.



Cutting and assembly follow. Panels are cut on a panel saw or CNC router, then joined using dadoes, confirmat
screws, dowels, or a combination. Face frames, if the cabinetry is framed, are milled from solid lumber. In frameless
European-style cabinets, the edge of the plywood or MDF becomes the reference surface, so material quality and

precision matter even more.

Doors and drawer fronts are another layer. They might be solid wood, plywood with edge banding, or MDF for
painted shaker styles. Then comes sanding, edge work, and finally finishing: stain, paint, conversion varnish, or

polyurethane.

Most custom shops in Los Angeles then install the cabinets themselves or send an in-house crew. So when you
ask, "Do cabinet makers install cabinets?” the practical answer around here is almost always yes, or they work

hand-in-glove with a dedicated installer.

The Los Angeles factor: climate, movement, and style

When choosing the best wood for custom cabinets in Los Angeles kitchens, you have to think about climate and
lifestyle as much as appearance.

Many LA homes combine strong sun, air conditioning, and fluctuating humidity. Homes near the coast deal with
salt air and more consistent moisture, while the Valley and inland cities see hot, dry conditions. Wood is

hygroscopic. It moves with changes in humidity. Some species shrug that off, others fight you.

I have seen solid beech doors in a glassy Venice bungalow cup within a year because the morning marine layer
and afternoon sun pulled moisture in different directions. In a Studio City home with powerful AC and near-desert

outside air, inexpensive unsealed edges started to crack and chip long before the finish on the fronts failed.

That is why the "best wood" in Los Angeles is rarely a single magic species. It is usually a smart combination: stable
plywood cores, carefully chosen hardwoods or MDF for doors, and the right finish for the exposure and cleaning
habits of the household.

Stylistically, the city runs a wide spectrum. In a Hancock Park Spanish revival, you might lean toward rift white oak
with a warm stain. In a Hollywood Hills modern, you might pick book-matched walnut veneers on a plywood
substrate. In a beach house, painted shaker or slab doors over marine-grade plywood boxes can make a lot of

sense. Each of those choices balances movement, cost, and appearance differently.

The main wood choices, and where they shine

Here are the species and materials | end up discussing most often with Los Angeles clients, along with how they
behave in real kitchens.

* Maple: Dense, fine-grained, and excellent for painted cabinets or light stains. It machines cleanly and holds up
very well to daily abuse. Its stability is solid, which makes it one of the best woods for custom cabinets in busy
family kitchens. On the downside, it can blotch under stain if not prepped correctly, and the look can feel a bit

cold in very large spaces unless you warm it up with stain or other materials.

e QOak (red and white, especially rift-cut white oak): Extremely popular now, especially rift or quarter-sawn white
oak for its straight, calm grain. It handles Los Angeles’ climate fairly well and works beautifully with natural or
light reactive stains. Oak hides wear and dings better than most species. Cost is higher than maple and alder,

and in cheaper cuts the grain can feel too busy for minimalist designs.

e Walnut: A go-to for high-end modern or mid-century spaces. Rich color, beautiful figure, and a sense of

luxury. Walnut doors and panels over good plywood cores create what many people think of as the most



expensive kitchen cabinets from an appearance standpoint, even if the box materials are similar to other
woods. It costs significantly more and can lighten over time under direct sunlight, so placement and

UV-protective finishes matter.

e Alder: Softer and more affordable than many hardwoods. It takes stain well and can mimic cherry at a lower
cost. In Los Angeles, alder works best in lower-impact areas or in homes without rough daily use, because it
dents more easily. For a lightly used kitchen in a smaller household, it is an excellent budget-conscious way to

get a rich wood look.

e MDF and veneers: Technically not a “wood species” in the traditional sense, but they show up constantly in
real projects. MDF is ideal for painted shaker doors because it does not have wood grain that telegraphs
through paint and does not develop hairline cracks at frame joints as easily as solid wood. Plywood with wood
veneer lets you achieve a walnut or oak look on flat slab doors with less risk of warping. The key is quality:

furniture-grade MDF and high-grade plywood behave very differently from cheap stock.

Plywood vs MDF for cabinet boxes
People often ask, “Are plywood cabinets better than MDF?" The answer depends on where each material is used.

For cabinet boxes, | almost always recommend high-grade plywood in Los Angeles kitchens, particularly along
exterior walls or anywhere plumbing might lurk. Plywood's layered structure handles moisture events better, holds
fasteners more securely, and stays rigid under load. A 3/4 inch plywood side with a solid back and proper joinery

will be stronger, and more forgiving if a dishwasher leaks, than an MDF box.

MDF has its place. For painted doors and panels, it can be superior. It is more dimensionally uniform, machines
cleanly, and offers a smoother paint surface. It is also commonly used for decorative elements and end panels in

semi-custom lines.

When clients ask, “What material is best for kitchen cabinets overall?” the practical answer in this region is often:
plywood boxes, MDF or solid wood for doors depending on finish, and real wood or veneer for visible faces. That

blend takes advantage of the strengths of each material.

How thick should custom cabinet wood be?

For long-lasting custom cabinets, thickness matters. In my shop and in most quality Los Angeles shops, the
standard for kitchen boxes is 3/4 inch for sides, bottoms, and fixed shelves. Backs range from 1/2 inch to 3/4 inch

depending on the size of the cabinet and how it is anchored to the wall.

Door rails and stiles are commonly 3/4 inch to 7/8 inch thick. Drawer boxes are often 1/2 inch to 5/8 inch solid

wood or premium plywood with a 1/4 inch or 3/8 inch bottom set into a groove.

If you are comparing bids and wondering what you should pay for custom cabinets, make note of the specified

thicknesses. A “"bargain” price can reflect thinner materials and cheaper joinery that limit lifespan.

Custom vs semi-custom vs stock cabinets

Before you fixate on wood species, it helps to understand the cabinet categories, because the choice between

custom, semi-custom, and stock affects almost everything else.

Stock cabinets are pre-made in fixed sizes. They are the cheapest way to get cabinets into a space and can be fine

for secondary kitchens or rentals, but they have limited size options, fewer wood choices, and often rely more on



particleboard or low-grade MDF.

Semi-custom cabinets are built in larger ranges of sizes, with more finishes, door styles, and some options for
modifications. Many semi-custom lines use decent plywood boxes and let you choose front materials, including

solid wood or veneers. For many Los Angeles homeowners, this is a sweet spot.

Custom cabinets are built to the room. Any size, almost any configuration. That means awkward corners in a
1920s Los Feliz home or a tricky angled ceiling in the hills can be handled cleanly. It also means you can mix
materials: walnut on the island, painted maple around the perimeter, integrated appliance panels, and matching

bathroom vanities.

When people ask, "What is the difference between custom and semi-custom cabinets, and are custom cabinets
better than stock cabinets?” the practical response is that custom lets you optimize every inch and every decision,
but only if you choose a good cabinet maker and make thoughtful material choices. Stock can still be appropriate

where budget overrides everything else.

Cost: how much custom cabinets really run in Los Angeles
Let us address the most common and uncomfortable subject: money.

When clients ask, “How much do custom kitchen cabinets cost in Los Angeles?” the honest answer is that it varies

widely, but there are realistic ranges.

For a typical mid-sized kitchen, quality custom cabinets in Los Angeles often land between about 800 and 1,500
dollars per linear foot, including design, fabrication, finishing, and installation. Highly detailed work with exotic

veneers, integrated lighting, and specialty hardware can climb beyond that.

A modest kitchen might total 20,000 to 35,000 dollars for custom cabinets. A larger or high-end kitchen can easily
land between 40,000 and 80,000 dollars, sometimes more. When someone asks me, "How much should | pay for
custom cabinets?” | usually say that if the quote seems wildly lower than these ranges, something significant is

being compromised, whether material quality, thickness, finish durability, or the experience level of the shop.

Los Angeles also has higher labor and overhead costs than many markets. That is part of why custom cabinets feel
expensive. You Cabinet Maker Los Angeles are paying for skilled labor, shop space, finishing equipment, insurance,

delivery, and installation, not just wood.

Some shops offer financing options to help spread that cost. If you are curious whether custom cabinet makers
offer financing, the answer is: some do directly, and many partner with third-party lenders. It is worth asking

upfront.

As for markup, cabinet makers need to cover materials, labor, overhead, and profit. A healthy business might aim
for roughly a 30 to 50 percent gross margin on cabinets, sometimes more on small jobs where setup costs do not

scale. That is not greed; it is what keeps the doors open and the workmanship consistent.

Are custom cabinets worth the money?

Whether custom cabinets are a good investment depends on how long you plan to stay, the value of your home,

and what you are replacing.

A well built custom kitchen in Los Angeles can easily last 20 to 30 years or more. That is the average lifespan of
custom cabinets when materials and finishes are chosen correctly and installation is solid. Doors can be rehung or

even refaced later if styles change, but the boxes should remain sound.


https://www.linkedin.com/company/bradco-kitchens-&-baths

From a resale standpoint, buyers in many LA neighborhoods expect a certain level of cabinetry in remodeled
homes. High quality cabinets in the right style and color can absolutely add value. They help listings photograph
well and feel more expensive, which translates to better offers. As for the best cabinet color for resale value, it
shifts with trends, but soft whites, warm grays, and light oaks have been safe bets in recent years. White cabinets
are not going out of style outright, but stark, cool whites are giving way to warmer whites and natural woods in

many design-forward projects.
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When people ask, “Are custom cabinets worth the money, and do custom cabinets add value to a home?” | look at
both lifespan and the context of the property. In a modest condo, overspending on bespoke cabinetry may not

pay off. In a high-value single-family home or a major architectural property, skimping can hurt resale.

Cheaper alternatives: refacing, refinishing, or replace?

Not every kitchen needs a full gut and brand new boxes. Sometimes the cheapest way to get “custom” cabinets is

to keep what you have.

If your existing layout works and your cabinet boxes are structurally sound, cabinet refacing can be worth it. This
means replacing doors and drawer fronts, updating hardware, and applying a new veneer or finish to the existing
boxes. In Los Angeles, professional refacing often runs from about 8,000 to 20,000 dollars for an average kitchen
depending on door style and material. You can still choose custom door woods and styles, which can give a nearly

new look at a lower cost.

Refinishing is even more budget-friendly if the existing doors are solid and the style is acceptable or can be slightly
modified. Stripping, sanding, and spraying a new finish costs less than full replacement, though labor is still

significant.



As for whether it is cheaper to refinish or replace kitchen cabinets, the answer is that refinishing is almost always
cheaper, provided the foundations are good. If the boxes are particleboard, water-damaged, or poorly built,

money spent refinishing them can be throwing good money after bad.

When people ask whether it is cheaper to buy cabinets or have them made, stock or entry-level semi-custom will
almost always beat true custom on cost. The question is whether those savings are worth the trade-offs in fit,

materials, and lifespan for your particular home.

Framed vs frameless cabinets in LA kitchens
Another structural choice that affects material performance is framed versus frameless construction.

Framed cabinets have a face frame of solid wood attached to the front of the box. Doors attach to this frame.
Framed construction is common in more traditional and transitional kitchens and can be slightly more forgiving of
small installation irregularities. It also lets you use slightly thinner box materials in some cases, although most

quality makers still use 3/4 inch.

Frameless cabinets, often called European-style, use the box itself as the front reference. Doors overlay the box
directly. This allows for slightly more interior space and very clean, modern lines. It demands very precise

manufacturing and stable materials, since any warp or twist in the box shows up in the door alignment.

So, are framed or frameless cabinets better? In Los Angeles, where both modern and traditional styles are popular,
the decision is primarily aesthetic and functional. For a sleek Beverly Hills contemporary, frameless often wins. For a
classic Brentwood family kitchen, framed with inset or partial overlay doors can feel more appropriate. Either way,

good plywood and well designed doors matter more than the label.

Finding a good cabinet maker in Los Angeles

Once you know what materials and styles you like, the next challenge is finding the right shop. The question "How

do | find a good cabinet maker?” comes up constantly, and it is a fair one in a city this large.

Start with referrals from architects, interior designers, or contractors whose work you admire. They work with these
trades daily and quickly learn who delivers on time, who solves problems, and who cuts corners. Online reviews

can help, but they rarely tell the whole story.

When you meet candidates, you can use a short checklist of questions and observations to judge if a cabinet

maker is good:

® Ask to see recent work, ideally in person. How do the doors align, how do drawers feel, how are corners and

edges finished?

* Ask what materials they use for box construction, backs, and doors, and what thicknesses. Listen for plywood

grades and clear explanations.

® Ask about their finishing process: spray booth or job site, what products, how many coats, how they handle

color matching.

® Ask who installs the cabinets and how long a typical custom kitchen takes to install, from delivery to fully

functional.

® Ask about schedule and capacity. A solid shop will be transparent about lead times and not promise the

impossible.



Also pay attention to how they respond when you ask, "How long does it take to make custom cabinets?” For an
average kitchen in Los Angeles, design and approvals might take a few weeks, fabrication often ranges from six to
ten weeks depending on complexity and backlog, and installation can take anywhere from a few days to a couple
of weeks depending on site conditions and coordination with countertops and trades. Anyone promising a fully

custom kitchen in two weeks is almost certainly re-branding semi-custom boxes or cutting corners.

Wood, finish, and daily life

People often obsess about species but forget that the finish is what you actually touch and clean every day. The

best wood for custom cabinets will disappoint you if the finish is weak.

For kitchens in Los Angeles, | prefer catalyzed conversion varnish or high quality two-part polyurethane for both
clear and painted finishes. They offer strong chemical and moisture resistance, better than standard lacquer. They

also stand up to citrus, wine, and aggressive cleaners better, which matters in busy households.

Oil finishes look beautiful on some woods but are not very practical for most working kitchens in this city; they

demand more maintenance and are less resistant to staining.

On the color side, there is always the question, “Are white cabinets going out of style?” They are not vanishing, but
the trend is shifting. Many clients still choose white uppers for light and resale, and then bring in wood or deeper
color on lower cabinets or islands. For pure resale value, staying within timeless neutrals and woods is wise: warm

whites, light oaks, and soft grays are less likely to look dated quickly.

Permits and practicalities in Los Angeles

Another local question: “Do | need a permit for kitchen cabinets in Los Angeles?” If you are simply replacing or
upgrading cabinets in the same locations, without moving walls, plumbing, or electrical, you usually do not need a
separate permit just for the boxes. However, many kitchen remodels include changes that do require permits:
moving outlets, relocating a sink, adding lighting, or altering structural elements. In that case, the general kitchen

remodel permit covers the cabinets as part of the overall scope.

It is always safest to check with the Los Angeles Department of Building and Safety or work with a contractor who
pulls the appropriate permits. A good cabinet maker will coordinate with your contractor on timing, rough-in

requirements, and inspection milestones.

Modifying and living with custom cabinets

One last question people do not ask often enough before they sign a contract: “Can custom cabinets be modified

after installation?”

The honest answer is that they can, but it is rarely cheap or simple. Changing door styles or colors later is easier
than reconfiguring box sizes. Adding pull-out shelves, organizers, or dividers is usually straightforward. Moving
installed cabinets to make room for a bigger fridge is more complicated. When you are spending real money, push

your cabinet maker on future flexibility. Ask what is easy to modify later and what is essentially permanent.

Remember that custom cabinets do not have to be limited to the kitchen. The same maker can usually do your
bathroom vanities, laundry room, and built-ins. Having one shop handle all of that can create a consistent wood

and finish story throughout the home, which subtly raises the perceived quality of the entire property.

Bringing it all together for your Los Angeles kitchen



So, what is the best wood for custom cabinets in Los Angeles kitchens? In practice, it is usually a thoughtful

combination:

Maple or MDF for painted doors in busy family kitchens where durability and a smooth finish matter more than
wood grain. Rift white oak or walnut veneers over stable plywood cores for contemporary or high-end spaces
where the wood itself is the star. Strong, 3/4 inch plywood for cabinet boxes throughout, with thicknesses and

joinery appropriate for your layout and usage.

Layer on a hard-wearing sprayed finish, hardware that feels solid in the hand, and installation by someone who
understands LA's walls and floors, and you have a kitchen that works as well in ten or twenty years as it does on

day one.

If you focus on how you cook, how you clean, and how long you plan to stay in the home, the right wood choice
becomes much clearer. The best cabinet maker for you will listen more than they talk, steer you away from
materials that do not fit your reality, and build something that belongs in your house, in this city, with its
particular light and climate. That, more than any single species name, is what makes custom cabinetry worth the

investment.
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